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ABSTRACT
THE HEROIC PLOT IN EPIC AND ROMANCE:
A STUDY OF THE MONSTER-FIGHT MOTIF 
FROM BEOWULF TO THE FAERIE QUEENE
by
FEROZA R. VAGHAIWALLA 
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  New H am psh ire , May, 1981
T h is  d i s s e r t a t i o n  i s  a g e n re  s tu d y  w h ich  fo c u e s  on 
a l i t e r a r y  m o t i f ,  t h a t  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  o r  t h e  h e r o -m o n s te r  
c o n f l i c t ,  a s  i t  a p p e a r s  i n  f i v e  m a jo r  w orks : B e o w u lf , T r i s t a n , 
Y v a in , S i r  Gawain and  t h e  G reen K n ig h t , and  Book One o f  The 
F a e r i e  Q ueene. I t  t r a c e s  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  t h i s  m o t i f  from  
i t s  a r c h e t y p a l  dep loym en t i n  e p i c  song , th ro u g h  i t s  v a r io u s  
forms i n  th e  rom ance n a r r a t i v e s ,  to  i t s  u l t i m a t e  m e tam o rp h o sis  
i n  C h r i s t i a n  a l l e g o r y .  The r e c u r r e n c e  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  
th e  m ain  s t r e a m  o f  m e d ie v a l  e p i c  and rom ance i s  h i s t o r i c a l  
f a c t ,  and i t s  a p p e a ra n c e  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  d i v e r s e  c l im e s  and 
ages a t t e s t s  to  i t s  l a s t i n g  h o ld  on th e  p o e t i c  im a g in a t io n .
C h a p te r  I  i s  an  i n t r o d u c t o r y  s e c t i o n  w hich  lo o k s  a t  
th e  o r i g i n s  o f  t h e  m o t i f  o f  th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t  i n  m yth and 
p o i n t s  o u t  i t s  d e r i v a t i v e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  i n  h e r o i c  le g e n d .  I t  
goes on to  d e f i n e  t h e  n a t u r e  and f u n c t i o n  o f  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  
i n  l i t e r a r y  a r t  as  an  a rd u o u s  s t r u g g l e  be tw een  th e  h e ro  and
a m o n s tro u s  a d v e r s a r y  w hich  i s  r e s o l v e d  i n  te rm s o f  d i r e c t  
p h y s i c a l  combat and  w hich  s e r v e s  i n  i t s e l f  a s  a  d i s p l a y  o f  
h e r o i c  w o r th .  A b r i e f  o v e rv ie w  o f  th e  change i n  th e  n a t u r e  
o f  th e  a c t i o n  and i t s  u s e  i n  rom ance n a r r a t i v e s  i s  a l s o  
p ro v id e d .
C h a p te r  I I  h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  a r c h e t y p a l  c o n s t r u c t  o f  
th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  a s  fo u n d  i n  B e o w u lf . The m o n s te r s  h e r e ,  
though  c l e a r l y  superhum an c r e a t u r e s ,  a r e  t r e a t e d  s e r i o u s l y  
as  awesome a n t a g o n i s t s  w h ich  m ust be  f a c e d  and d e s t r o y e d  i n  
p h y s i c a l  com bat. The c o n f l i c t s  th e m se lv e s  a r e  d e s c r i b e d  i n  
v i v i d  d e t a i l  a s  o c c u r r in g  w i t h i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld .  H ero ism  
i s  d e f in e d  i n  p u r e l y  p h y s i c a l  te rm s and th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  
a r e  th u s  c e n t r a l  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  f o r  i t  i s  th ro u g h  th e  
a c t i o n  i t s e l f  t h a t  t h e  p h y s i c a l  p row ess  and r e s o l u t e n e s s  o f  
w i l l  i n t r i n s i c  to  t h e  w a r r i o r  i d e a l  a r e  e x e m p l i f i e d  i n  t h e  
f i g u r e  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t .
C h a p te r  I I I  i l l u s t r a t e s  two m a jo r  t r a d i t i o n s  i n  th e  
u se  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  w i t h i n  th e  w o r ld  o f  rom ance. I t  d i s ­
c u s s e s  t h e  c o m ic -p a ro d ic  and th e  sy m b o lic  dep loym ent o f  th e  
a c t i o n  as  m ost c l e a r l y  o b s e r v a b le  i n  t h e  C o n t in e n t a l  rom ances 
o f  T r i s t a n  and Y v a in . The m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  i n  T r i s t a n  draw 
much o f  t h e i r  s t r e n g t h  from  o v e r tu r n in g  t h e  e p i c  c o n v e n t io n s ,  
and become i n  th e m s e lv e s  a d i r e c t  s o u rc e  o f  humour o r  comic 
r e l i e f .  They a r e  d i s t i n c t l y  e p i s o d i c  i n  n a t u r e  and. s i n g u ­
l a r l y  l a c k in g  i n  th e m a t ic  im p o r t .  I n  Y v a in , on th e  o t h e r  
hand, t h e  h e ro -m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t s  a r e  s e r i o u s  i n  tem p er ,  b u t
viii
th e  a c t i o n  becomes a  means o f  i n d i c a t i n g  p e r s o n a l  g ro w th  i n  
c h a r a c t e r .  The com bats a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  sy m b o lic  u n i t s  w i t h ­
i n  a p l o t  l i n e  e x p l i c a t i n g  a m o ra l  them e, and  t h e i r  p h y s i c a l  
d im en s io n s  a r e  o f  f a r  l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  
th a n  t h e i r '  sy m b o lic  f u n c t i o n  o f  d e n o t in g  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  
inw ard  change and m o ra l  p r o g r e s s .  The f a d in g  o f  b e l i e f  i n  
th e  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f  m o n s te r s  i s  o b v io u s  i n  t h e s e  C o n t i ­
n e n t a l  rom ances , and  th e  m o t i f  o f  t h e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t  a p p e a r s  
m oribund  i n  l i t e r a r y  a r t  e x c e p t  as  a v e h i c l e  f o r  p a ro d y  o r  
sym bolism .
In  t h e  E n g l i s h  t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  rom ance, how ever, 
th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  r e s u r g e s  on th e  p h y s i c a l  p l a n e  w i th  S i r  
Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t . C h a p te r  IV n o te s  how th e  
m o n s t e r - f i g u r e  i s  r e s u s c i t a t e d  w i th  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  
f a e r y  t r a d i t i o n  w id e s p re a d  i n  m e d ie v a l  E n g la n d ,  and  how th e  
a c t i o n  i s  a c c o r d i n g l y  t r a n s f o r m e d  i n  n a t u r e  and  f u n c t i o n .
The G reen K n ig h t  i s  n o t  a m in d le s s  b e a s t  l i k e  t h e  m o n s te r s  
in  th e  n a r r a t i v e s  s e e n  e a r l i e r .  R a th e r ,  h e  m a n i f e s t s  th e  
s t r i k i n g  a b i l i t y  t o  p ro b e  and a s s e s s  human n a t u r e ,  and s e rv e s  
to  g e n e r a t e  i n  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  and h i s  w o r ld  a new u n d e r ­
s ta n d in g  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  human c o n d i t i o n .  The n a r r a t i v e  
a c t i o n ,  m o re o v e r ,  w h i le  s t i l l  t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y  on th e  p h y s i ­
c a l  l e v e l ,  d e t a i l s  a p s y c h o l o g i c a l  o r d e a l  as  s u f f e r e d  by 
th e  h e ro  r a t h e r  th a n  a p h y s i c a l  t r i a l  i n  com bat. The 
c o n f l i c t  w h ich  e x te n d s  o u r  v iew  o f  G aw a in 's  p r a i s e w o r th y  
a t t r i b u t e s  o c c u rs  in d e e d  more i n  h i s  own mind th a n  w i t h i n
ix
th e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld ,  and  th e  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  
has  a  much g r e a t e r  im p a c t  upon h i s  own p e r s o n a l i t y  th a n  upon 
h i s  e x t e r n a l  e n v i ro n m e n t .  S i r  Gawain th u s  i n d i c a t e s  a  c r i ­
t i c a l  p h a s e  i n  t h e  c o n t in u e d  r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t ,  
f o r  i t  i n c o r p o r a t e s  e le m e n ts  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  h e ro -m o n s te r  
e n c o u n te r  even a s  i t  a n t i c i p a t e s  t h e  a l l e g o r i c a l  mode o f  
The F a e r i e  Q ueene.
C h a p te r  V e l u c i d a t e s  th e  m e tam o rp h o s is  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  
P l o t  as  d i s c e r n i b l e  i n  Book One o f  The F a e r i e  Q ueene. The 
m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  i n  a  m anner v e r y  s i m i l a r  to  
t h a t  o f  e p i c  song and  t h e  b a t t l e s  th e m s e lv e s  a r e  as  a x io m a t ic  
to  th e  i d e a l  o f  h e ro is m  e x t o l l e d ,  b u t  t h e  a r e n a  o f  th e  a c t i o n  
s h i f t s  from  th e  p h y s i c a l  w o r ld  to  t h a t  o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  r e a l i t y .  
The c r e a t u r e s  h e r e  a r e  i n  th e  m ain  e x t e r n a l i z a t i o n s  o f  a s p e c t s  
o f  t h e  human p s y c h e ,  and  t h e  com bats a r e  v i s u a l i z a t i o n s  o f  
th e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s t r u g g l e s  t h a t  t a k e  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e  human 
mind a s  an i n d i v i d u a l  s t r i v e s  to  a t t a i n  m o ra l  s t a t u r e .  The 
n a r r a t i v e  i n t e r e s t  l i e s  i n  e x p l i c a t i n g  th e  g e n e r a l  p a t t e r n  
o f  th e  i n t e r n a l  q u e s t  f o r  s p i r i t u a l  p e r f e c t i o n ,  b u t  i t  i s  
th e  m o t i f  o f  th e  h e r o  m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  t h a t  i s  em ployed as  
th e  a p p o s i t e  means o f  d o in g  so .  B e l i e f  i n  th e  p h y s i c a l  
e x i s t e n c e  o f  m o n s te r s  may be d ea d , b u t  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  l i v e s  
on i n  th e  human im a g in a t io n .
CHAPTER I
THE HEROIC PLOT
The e s s e n t i a l  e le m e n t o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  p h y s i c a l  
a c t i o n ,  p r e s e n t e d  i n  te rm s  o f  an  e n c o u n te r  b e tw een  th e  h e ro  
and a m o n s tro u s  a d v e r s a r y .  T h is  k in d  o f  a c t i o n  can  be found  
i n  m ost m e d ie v a l  n a r r a t i v e s ,  and i t s  p e r s i s t e n c e  i n  l i t e r a r y  
t r a d i t i o n  i s  u n d e n i a b le .  M o n s te rs  such  a s  fea rso m e  g i a n t s  
and f i r e - b r e a t h i n g  d rag o n s  f i g u r e  p r o m in e n t ly  n o t  o n ly  i n  
th e  e i g h t h  c e n tu r y  e p i c  Beowulf and th e  m e d ie v a l  rom ances 
T r i s t a n , Y vain  and S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , b u t  i n  
th e  s i x t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  e p ic - ro m a n c e  The F a e r i e  Q ueene .
B e fo re  t a k i n g  a  c l o s e  lo o k  a t  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  and th e
changes  i n  i t s  n a t u r e  and  f u n c t i o n ,  how ever, i t  would be i n ­
fo rm a t iv e  to  t r a c e  i t s  o r i g i n s  i n  m yth . Myth and h e r o i c  
le g e n d  a r e  s i m i l a r  i n  th e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  and t r e a tm e n t  o f  
a c t i o n ,  and b o th  f u n c t i o n  a s  e d u c a t i v e  f o r c e s  i n  s o c i e t y .  A 
v iew  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  m yth and i t s  g r e a t  i n f l u e n c e  on th e
l i f e  o f  p r i m i t i v e  c u l t u r a l  g ro u p s  would th u s  h e i g h t e n  o u r
u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  a s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n  t h e  e p ic  
s o n g .
J a n  de V r ie s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i l l u m i n a t i n g  on th e  
c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  myth and h e r o i c  e p i c .  He c a l l s
2myth " t h e  p a r e n t  o f  h e r o i c  le g e n d " ^  and shows how th e  l i v e s
o f  t h e  e p i c  h e r o e s  a r e  i n  f a c t  b u t  " r e p e t i t i o n s  and i m i t a -
o
t i o n s  o f  th e  l i v e s  o f  t h e  g o d s ."  Working w i th  m yths and 
le g e n d s  from  a l l  o v e r  t h e  w o r ld ,  he c h a r t s  t h e  b a s i c  p a t t e r n  
o f  th e  h e r o i c  l i f e  and d e m o n s t r a te s  i t s  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  to  
t h a t  o f  t h e  god i n  m yth . As he o b s e r v e s ,  t h e  l i v e s  o f  
H e r a c le s ,  O edipus and T heseus  i n  G reek le g e n d ,  o f  Cyrus i n  
P e r s i a n  le g e n d ,  o f  S i e g f r i e d  i n  Germ anic e p i c ,  and o f  Karna 
in  I n d ia n  le g e n d ,  a l l  s e r v e  to  i n d i c a t e  t h e  w id e s p re a d  p r e ­
v a l e n c e . o f  c e r t a i n  common m o t i f s ,  and i t  i s  in d e e d  " re m a rk ­
a b l e  t h a t  among so many n a t i o n s  th e  l i f e - h i s t o r y  o f  a h e ro
3
a g a in  and a g a in  r e v e a l s  t h e  same f e a t u r e s .
The m o t i f s  t h a t  make up th e  p a t t e r n  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  
l i f e  can  be e a s i l y  d e t a i l e d .  G e n e r a l ly  s p e a k in g ,  a s  V r ie s  
n o t e s ,  " t h e  h e r o i c  l i f e  i s  a l i f e  s u i  g e n e r i s , w h ich  does n o t  
b e lo n g  to  h i s t o r y  and w hich  c a n n o t  be  l i v e d  by o r d i n a r y  
m o r t a l s . " ^  The h e r o ' s  b i r t h  i s  c l e a r l y  u n l i k e  t h a t  o f  
common p e o p le ,  and h i s  y o u th  i s  o f t e n t i m e s  p a s s e d  i n  s e c r e c y  
and h u m i l i a t i o n  a t  v a r i a n c e  w i th  h i s  n o b le  b i r t h  o r  h e r o i c  
p o t e n t i a l .  As a  c h i l d ,  a g a in ,  he u s u a l l y  e x h i b i t s  h i s  g r e a t
^H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg en d , t r a n s . B .J .  Timmer (New 
York" O xford U n i v e r s i t y  P re ssT  1 9 6 3 ) ,  p .  225.
2H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg en d , p . 225.
3
H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg en d , p . 218.
4
Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, p. 209.
3s t r e n g t h  o r  o t h e r  p a r t i c u l a r  f e a t u r e :  a m o t i f  som etim es 
in t r o d u c e d  i n  p l a c e  o f  t h i s  i s  th e  v e r y  s low  d eve lopm en t o f  
th e  y o u th  to  th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  h i s  p o t e n t i a l .  O th e r  common 
m o t i f s  a r e  th e  h e r o ' s  r e s c u e  o f  a m aiden  from  a gruesom e 
d e a th ,  h is '  v i s i t  t o  t h e  u n d e rw o r ld ,  and h i s  u l t i m a t e  t r iu m p h  
o v e r  a l l  h i s  en e m ie s .  Gods and s u p e r n a t u r a l  a g e n c i e s ,  a g a in ,  
p la y  an im p o r ta n t  r o l e  i n  th e  h e r o i c  l i f e .  The h e r o ,  m ore­
o v e r ,  g e n e r a l l y  d i e s  young, and  h i s  d e a th  t a k e s  p l a c e  q u i t e  
o f t e n  i n  a m y s te r io u s  o r  m ir a c u lo u s  f a s h i o n .  V r ie s  c a u t io n s  
a g a i n s t  a t o o - r i g i d  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h i s  p a t t e r n  to  e v e ry  
h e r o i c  n a r r a t i v e ,  f o r  i t  " i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r y  t h a t  th e  l i v e s  o f  
a l l  h e ro e s  sh o u ld  c o n t a i n  t h e  co m p le te  s e r i e s  o f  t h e s e  
m o tifs ." "*  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  he makes v e r y  e x p l i c i t  t h a t  th e  
" d r a g o n - f i g h t  . . . se em [s]  a lm o s t  o b l i g a t o r y  f o r  a h e r o . "
The f i g h t  a g a i n s t  a d rag o n  o r  some o t h e r  awesome 
c r e a t u r e ,  th e n ,  i s  a c e n t r a l  m o t i f  i n  h e r o i c  le g e n d  a s  w e l l  
as i n  m yth, w here i t  s e r v e s  to  e x p l a i n  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  th e  
u n i v e r s e  to  t h e  p r i m i t i v e  m ind and becomes a c o s m o lo g ic a l  
image i n  k e e p in g  w i th  th e  th o u g h ts  o f  t h e  a g e .  The d ra g o n -  
f i g h t  i n  m yth, as  V r i e s  re m a rk s ,  i s  "an  e v e n t  i n  i l l o  te m p o re , 
and b e lo n g s  to  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  co sm o s ."^  The c r e a t u r e
5
H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg e n d , p . 210.
g
H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg e n d , p . 210.
^Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, p. 229.
4sy m b o lize s  p r im e v a l  chaos w hich  m ust be  overcom e b e f o r e  
o rd e r e d  c r e a t i o n  can  s p r in g  i n t o  e x i s t e n c e ; t h e  god i s  th e  
d iv in e  a g e n t  whose hands  a lo n e  can  subdue t h i s  d i s r u p t i v e  
power and who a c t s  s e l f l e s s l y  to  e n g e n d e r  s t a b i l i t y  and p l e n t y  
in  t h e  w o r ld ;  and th e  c o n f l i c t  i t s e l f  i s  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  th e  
trem endous u p h e a v a l  t h a t  t a k e s  p l a c e  d u r in g  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  
g e n e r a t i n g  p e a c e  and o r d e r .  I t  i s  t h e  p o w e r - s t r u g g l e  b e tw een  
god and c h a o s -m o n s te r  t h a t  i s  made r e a l  i n  t h e  s a c r e d  r i t u a l s  
o f  p r i m i t i v e  s o c i e t i e s .  The r i t e  i s  th e  " r e - r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  
an a c t i o n  t h a t  to o k  p l a c e  i n  p r im e v a l  t i m e s , "  as  V r ie s
O
comments, and  th o u g h  i t s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y  
s e c u l a r  and rem o te  from  myth w i th  th e  p a s s a g e  o f  t im e ,  th e  
i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e  n e v e r  q u i t e  l o s t .  I n  b lo o d  s a c r i f i c e ,  f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  th e  v i c t i m  s t a n d s  f o r  th e  a n a r c h i c  b e in g  t h a t  once 
was k i l l e d ,  and  th e  r i t e  sp e ak s  o f  th e  hope t h a t  th ro u g h  t h i s  
a c t  h a p p in e s s  can  once  a g a in  be e n g e n d e re d  i n  th e  w o r ld .  In  
th e  s e c u l a r  r i t e s  o f  p u b e r ty  so im p o r ta n t  i n  p r i m i t i v e  s o c i e ­
t i e s ,  th e  s t r u g g l e  i s  r e - e n a c t e d  i n  p h y s i c a l  te rm s  and  becomes 
momentous as a r i t e  de p a s s a g e . The m o n s te r  h e r e  sy m b o liz e s  
th e  c h i l d ,  th e  g r e e d y ,  s e l f - c e n t e r e d  a s p e c t  o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  
w hich  m ust be  c u rb e d  and overcom e f o r  t h e  communal good. The 
" c h i l d "  m ust " d ie "  t o  g iv e  b i r t h  t o  th e  "man" who m ust a c t  
from  th e n  on as  a f u l l y  m a tu re  and r e s p o n s i b l e  member o f  
s o c i e t y .  The r i t e  th u s  becomes an i n t e g r a l  communal
Q
Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, p. 229.
5e x p e r i e n c e  w hich  s e r v e s  to  d e f in e  th e  new f u n c t i o n s  e x p e c te d  
o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  by h i s  g r o u p .
I n  h e r o i c  le g e n d ,  h ow ever, t h e  d r a g o n - f i g h t  i s  f u l l y  
s e c u l a r i z e d  and denuded  o f  i t s  c o s m o lo g ic a l  s i g n i f i c a t i o n ,  
and th e  m o t i f  i s  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  th e  s t o r y - l i n e  s im p ly  a s  an 
e v e n t  i n  th e  h e r o i c  l i f e .  The t a l e  i t s e l f ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  
p r o j e c t s  a d i s t i n c t  m easu re  o f  i t s  im p o r ta n c e  as  th e  e x p r e s ­
s i o n  o f  t h e  common t r a d i t i o n ,  o f  t h e  s im p le  and p o s i t i v e  
code o f  t h e  h e r o i c  a g e .  The h e r o  c o n f r o n t s  th e  m ig h ty  
c r e a t u r e  t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  s o c i e t a l  o r d e r  so r u t h l e s s l y  d i s r u p t e d ,  
and  h i s  c o n d u c t  i n  b a t t l e  s e r v e s  to  h i g h l i g h t  th e  v a lu e s  o f  
h i s  s o c i e t y .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough , d rag o n s  a r e  s t i l l  g e n e r a l l y  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  f a b u lo u s  h o a rd s  o f  t r e a s u r e ,  which. can  o n ly  
se e  th e  l i g h t  o f  day and  be  p u t  to  good u se  a f t e r  th e  m o n s te r  
i s  s l a i n .  The a s s o c i a t i o n  becomes a w o rk in g -o u t  i n  " s t o r y "  
te rm s o f  t h e  m y th ic  theme w here th e  t r e a s u r e s  o f  a f e r t i l e  
e a r t h  a r e  e n g e n d e re d  and  made m a n i f e s t  th ro u g h  th e  a n n i h i l a ­
t i o n  o f  th e  c h a o s -m o n s te r  by th e  god . H e ro ic  le g e n d ,  th e n ,  
i n c o r p o r a t e s  th e  m o t i f  o f  th e  b a t t l e  a s  th e  e f f o r t  by th e  
champion and u p h o ld e r  o f  th e  common t r a d i t i o n  to  e n s u re  th e  
r e s u m p t io n  o f  communal s t a b i l i t y ,  and t h i s  " c e n t r a l  theme in  
an h e r o i c  l i f e , "  as  V r ie s  o b s e r v e s ,  " i s  an  echo b o th  o f  a 
g o d 's  f i r s t  work o f  c r e a t i o n  and o f  i t s  i m i t a t i o n  i n  th e
Q
i n i t i a t i o n  r i t u a l . "
9
Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, p. 233.
6The e d u c a t i v e  f u n c t i o n  o f  m yth , an d , by e x t e n s i o n ,  o f  
h e r o i c  le g e n d ,  as  t h e  g u id in g  l i g h t  o f  th e  s o c i a l  g roup  and 
o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l s  t h a t  co m p rise  t h a t  g roup  c a n n o t  be  o v e r ­
e m p h as iz ed . " I t  h a s  a lw ays b een  th e  p r im e  f u n c t i o n  o f  m yth­
o lo g y  and r i t e , "  as  J o se p h  Cam pbell r e m a rk s ,  " t o  s u p p ly  th e  
sym bols t h a t  c a r r y  th e  human s p i r i t  f o r w a r d . " ^  E ls e w h e re ,  
Cam pbell d i s c u s s e s  th e  f o u r - f o l d  f u n c t i o n  o f  myth and s t r e s s e s  
th e  f a c t  t h a t  a t  t h e  r o o t  o f  th e  m e ta p h y s i c a l ,  c o s m o lo g ic a l ,  
and  s o c i o l o g i c a l  f u n c t i o n  l i e s  th e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  p u rp o s e  " o f  
s h a p in g  i n d i v i d u a l s  to  th e  aims and i d e a l s  o f  t h e i r  v a r i o u s  
s o c i a l  g r o u p s , b e a r i n g  them on from  b i r t h  to  d e a th  th ro u g h  
th e  c o u r s e  o f ’ a  human l i f e . " ^  T h is  t r a n s m i s s i o n  o f  th e  group  
e t h i c  from  g e n e r a t i o n  to  g e n e r a t i o n  i s  in d e e d  an im p o r ta n t  
a s p e c t  o f  any s o c i e t y ,  b u t  i t  i s  a b s o l u t e l y  e s s e n t i a l  i n  
r e l a t i v e l y  p r i m i t i v e  o n e s .  As P r o f e s s o r  A. R. R a d c l i f f e -B ro w n  
comments i n  h i s  s tu d y  o f  th e  Andaman I s l a n d  p y g m ies :  "A
s o c i e t y  depends f o r  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  on th e  p r e s e n c e  i n  t h e  minds 
o f  i t s  members o f  a  c e r t a i n  sy s te m  o f  s e n t im e n ts  by w hich  th e  
c o n d u c t  o f  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  r e g u l a t e d  i n  c o n fo rm i ty  w i t h  th e  
n e e d s  o f  t h e  s o c i e t y .  . . . The s e n t im e n ts  i n  q u e s t i o n  a r e  
n o t  i n n a t e  b u t  a r e  d e v e lo p e d  i n  th e  i n d i v i d u a l  by  th e  a c t i o n
^ The Hero w i th  a Thousand F a c e s , 2nd e d . , B o l l in g e n  S e r i e s  
XVII (1968 ; r p t .  P r i n c e t o n ,  N . J . :  P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  
1973) , p .  383.
11" M y th o lo g ic a l  Themes i n  C r e a t iv e  L i t e r a t u r e  and A r t , "  i n  
M yths, Dreams and R e l i g i o n , ed . Jo s e p h  Cam pbell (New York: E. 
P . Dutton" and  C o .,  In c T , 1 9 7 0 ) ,  p .  141.
T 9o f  th e  s o c i e t y  upon h im . '
The s p e c i f i c  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  song  i n  G erm anic
s o c i e t y  i s  e x p l i c a t e d  by V r i e s ,  who p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  i t  "m ust
h av e  h a d  a  g r e a t  e d u c a t i o n a l  power . . .  i n  r e v e a l i n g  to  th e
w a r l i k e  n o b i l i t y  an i d e a l  t h a t  was bound to  d i r e c t  t h e i r  own 
13l i v e s . "  The h e ro  i s  t h e  f i n e s t  p r o d u c t  o f  h i s  r a c e ,  th e  
e x e m p la r  o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  h i s  a g e ,  and  th e  r e c i t a l  o f  h i s  
deeds w ould  i n s p i r e  th e  l i s t e n e r s  t o  l i v e  up t o  th e  exam ple 
h e l d  up b e f o r e  them . G ronbech sums i t  up s t r i k i n g l y :  " I t  i s
th e  a r e t e , th e  v i r t u e  o f  t h e  p o e t  to  c l o t h e  im m o rta l  deeds  i n  
im m o rta l  w ords . . . .  T o g e th e r  th e y  a r e  t h e  c r e a t o r s  o f  
h o n o u r ;  th e  h e r o e s  b r i n g  i t  t o  l i f e  th ro u g h  t h e i r  d e e d s ,  th e  
p o e t s  f o s t e r  i t ,  and  i n  G reek t h a t  means t h a t  th e y  r e n o v a t e  
i t  e v e ry  t i m e . " ^
W ith t h i s  v a l u a b l e  p e r s p e c t i v e  on t h e  r o o t s  o f  th e  
H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  myth and th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  myth and h e r o i c  
le g e n d  i n  th e  l i f e  o f  p r i m i t i v e  man, we can  now t u r n  o u r  
a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i t s e l f .  I t  can  be se e n  i n  i t s
12 The Andaman I s l a n d e r s  (C am bridge: Cam bridge U n i v e r s i t y  
P re ss ']  1933) , p p . 3 3 3 -3 4 .  Q uoted  by J o s e p h  Cam pbell i n  h i s  
e s s a y  " M y th o lo g ic a l  Themes i n  C r e a t iv e  L i t e r a t u r e  and  A r t , "  
p .  142.
13H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg en d , p .  191.
^ V .  G ronbech , H e l l a s  I ,  A d e l s t i d e n  (1 9 4 2 ) ,  p .  137. Q uoted  
by J a n  de V r i e s ,  pp"! 188 -8 9 . V r ie s  c o n s id e r s  G ro n b e c h 's  comment 
on th e  r o l e  o f  th e  p o e t  i n  G reek l i t e r a t u r e  to  a c c u r a t e l y  r e f l e c t  
t h a t  o f  th e  scop i n  th e  h e r o i c  a g e .
8s i m p le s t  and p u r e s t  fo rm  i n  B eow ulf,  w here  th e  h e r o  h a s  to
combat r a v e n in g  m o n s te r s .  T h ere  i s  no  o t h e r  k in d  o f  a c t i o n ,
f o r  t h e r e  i s  no o t h e r  way f o r  t h e  h e r o  to  p ro v e  h i s  m e t t l e
as  a  w a r r i o r  e x c e p t  th ro u g h  p h y s i c a l  b a t t l e s .  A g a in s t  th e
b ac k g ro u n d  o f  d y n a s t i c  w ars  and  f e u d s ,  t h e  h e r o - m o n s te r
c o n f l i c t s  s t a n d  o u t  i n  h ig h  r e l i e f .  W. T. H. J a c k s o n
r i g h t l y  p e r c e i v e s  t h a t  th e  "g r im  f i g u r e s  o f  e v i l  [ in
B eow ulf] . . . r e f l e c t  t h e  gloomy g i a n t s  and  f e r o c i o u s  b e a s t s
whose u l t i m a t e  t r iu m p h  i s  known to  N o r th e rn  gods and h e ro e s  
15a l i k e . "  The n a r r a t i v e  o f  B e o w u lf , in d e e d ,  p r e s e n t s  th e  
a r c h e ty p e  o f  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  l i t e r a t u r e .  S i m i l a r i t i e s  
w i th  r e g a r d  to  th e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  h e ro  and h i s  d e e d s ,  how ever, 
a r e  o b s e rv a b le  i n  o t h e r  w orks as  w e l l ,  such  as  th e  C l a s s i c a l  
e p i c s  and th e  Old F re n ch  h e r o i c  le g e n d  The Song o f  R o la n d .
The H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a s t r u g g l e  b e tw een  
two m ig h ty  a n t a g o n i s t s  b ro u g h t  f a c e  to  f a c e  i n  com bat. The 
a c t i o n  i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  p u r e l y  p h y s i c a l  te rm s ,  and th e  fo c u s  
rem a in s  on th e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t  b e tw een  h e ro  and a d v e r s a r y .  
The f i e r c e r  th e  b a t t l e  and more d an g e ro u s  th e  outcome f o r  th e  
h e r o , th e  g r e a t e r  i s  h i s  w o r t h . The more awesome th e  a d v e r ­
s a r y  c o n f r o n te d ,  t h e  g r e a t e r  i s  th e  h e r o ' s  g lo r y  and th e  
fame h e  w in s .  A human o p p o n e n t ,  no m a t t e r  how s t r o n g  o r  
p o w e r fu l ,  c a n n o t  m atch  th e  a u r a  g e n e r a te d  by a non-human o r  
superhum an one a s  a  t e r r i f y i n g  f o r c e  u n le a s h e d  upon th e  w o r ld ,
15The L i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  M iddle Ages (New York: Columbia 
U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 0 ) ,  p . 177.
9and m o n s te rs  such  as  g i a n t s  and d rag o n s  a r e  d e f i n i t i v e l y -  
s u i t e d  to  t h e i r  r o l e  as  fea rso m e  a n t a g o n i s t s .  The H e ro ic  
P l o t ,  th e n ,  can be v iew ed  as  an i n t e n s e  power s t r u g g l e  b e tw een  
h e ro  and superhum an m o n s te r  i n  w hich  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  g r e a t ­
n e s s  i s  m easu red  i n  d i r e c t  p r o p o r t i o n  t o  th e  m ig h t and power 
o f  th e  a d v e r s a r y  so c o n f r o n te d .
As t r u e  a s  t h i s  i s ,  i t  i s  n o t  a l l .  T h is  v iew  o f  th e  
H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  p e r s o n a l  te rm s  i s  m e re ly  one s i d e  o f  th e  c o in .  
The a c t i o n  h as  a  much w id e r  i m p l i c a t i o n ,  a s o c i a l  d im en sio n  
t h a t  becomes o f  even  g r e a t e r  im p o r ta n c e  as  we r e c o l l e c t  th e  
t i g h t l y - k n i t  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  s o c i a l  group  i n  th e  h e r o i c  
w o r ld .  The c o n f l i c t  i s  n o t  j u s t  one be tw een  th e  h e r o  and 
h i s  a d v e r s a r y ,  b u t  one b e tw een  th e  d e f e n d e r  o f  s o c i e t y  and 
a f o r c e  t h a t  t h r e a t e n s  i t s  v e ry  e x i s t e n c e . The h e ro  i s  no 
m e rc e n a ry ,  f i g h t i n g  m e re ly  f o r  p r o f i t  o r  p e r s o n a l  g a i n .  On 
th e  c o n t r a r y ,  he i s  a lw ays c o n s c io u s  o f  h i s  r o l e  as  th e  
d e l i v e r e r  o f  th e  p e o p le  and  la n d s  u n d e r  a t t a c k ,  and o f  h im ­
s e l f  a s  t h e i r  s o l e  s o u rc e  o f  a i d  and s u c c o u r .  The h e r o ' s  
a c t i o n s  have  in d e e d  a trem endous im p a c t  on th e  e n v iro n m e n t 
as he a n n i h i l a t e s  t h e  c r e a t u r e s  b e n t  on th e  d i s r u p t i o n  and
d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  o r d e r .
Not o n ly  i s  th e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  s o c i e t a l  o r d e r  a t  s t a k e  
i n  th e  b a t t l e s ,  b u t  i t  i s  th ro u g h  s o c i e t y  i t s e l f  t h a t  th e  
h e ro  g a in s  th e  u l t i m a t e  rew ard  o f  an h e r o i c  l i f e .  L a s t in g  
fam e, w h ich  e n d u re s  even  a f t e r  d e a th ,  i s  th e  o n ly  m easu re  o f  
im m o r t a l i t y  i n  th e  h e r o i c  w o r ld ,  and t h i s  supreme a c c o la d e  
i s . a c c o r d e d  th e  h e ro  by an a d m ir in g  and g r a t e f u l  s o c i e t y  i n
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r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  h i s  w o r th y  a c t i o n s . The b a r d s  and s c o p s , th e  
r e p o s i t o r i e s  and r e n e w e rs  o f  t h e  common t r a d i t i o n ,  immor­
t a l i z e  h i s  deeds i n  song and th e r e b y  e n s u re  t h a t  h i s  memory 
i s  k e p t  a l i v e  i n  t h e  m ind o f  h i s  p e o p le .  I n  t h e  h e r o i c  ag e , 
as  J a n  de V r ie s  comments, t h e  " b ra v e  deed  o n ly  becomes l a s t i n g
i f  com m itted  t o  so n g ,  as  one knows [ t h a t  th e n ]  i t  w i l l  d e fy  
16t i m e . "  The t h i r s t  f o r  fame i s  v e ry  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  
h e r o e s  o f  e p i c  n a r r a t i v e s .  B eow ulf and  R o lan d  a r e  s i m i l a r  
i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  a s  b o th  s e e k  fame i n  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  s o c i e t y .  
Aeneas and O d y sse u s ,  a g a in ,  g a in  renown by a c t i o n s  r e l a t e d  
to  th e  r e - e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  s o c i e t a l  o r d e r .  A c h i l l e s ,  on t h e  
o t h e r  h an d , a p p e a r s  m o t iv a te d  by p e r s o n a l  h o n o u r  and  fame to  
w h ich  even  t h e  c la im s  o f  s o c i e t y  y i e l d  g ro u n d . I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  
A c h i l l e s  i s  a  more " i n d i v i d u a l "  h e ro  th e n  any o f  t h e  o t h e r s ,  
who a r e  a l l  d r iv e n  t o  a c t i o n  th ro u g h  th e  c o n c e rn  f o r  t h e i r  
r e s p e c t i v e  s o c i e t i e s .
Now t h a t  we h ave  d e f in e d  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  and n o te d  
i t s  s o c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  l e t  us fo c u s  on t h e  a c t i o n  and  th e  
f i g u r e s  in v o lv e d .  The c o n c e n t r a t i o n  on p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  
demands t h a t  t h o s e  in v o lv e d  be p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t i e s  r a t h e r  
th a n  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n s  o f  a b s t r a c t  c o n c e p ts  o r  q u a l i t i e s .  As 
W. P . Ker o b s e r v e s :  "The h e r o i c  age c a n n o t  d r e s s  up id e a s
o r  s e n t im e n ts  to  p l a y  th e  p a r t  o f  c h a r a c t e r s .  . . .  I f  i t s  
c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  n o t  men, th e y  a r e  n o t h i n g ,  n o t  even  th o u g h ts
1 6
Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, p. 185.
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o r  a l l e g o r i e s . The e p i c  h e ro  i s  f i r s t  and  fo re m o s t  a  man, 
a l b e i t  one who h a s  a c h ie v e d  th e  i d e a l  o f  e x c e l l e n c e  i n  com bat. 
The h e r o  e p i to m iz e s  t h e  f i n e s t  q u a l i t i e s  o f  h i s  t r a d i t i o n  and 
em bodies t h e  v i r t u e s  h e l d  i n  a d m i r a t io n  by h i s  s o c i e t y ,  b u t  
he  rem a in s  n o n e t h e l e s s  an i n d i v i d u a l  i n  h i s  own r i g h t .
The h e r o ,  t h e n ,  i s  a man w i th  pow ers o f  a c t i o n  g r e a t e r  
th a n  th o s e  e x h i b i t e d  by th e  common ru n  o f  h u m a n ity .  He r e p r e ­
s e n t s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t h a t  a l l  men have  b u t  few a c h ie v e .  He i s  
th e  m ost w o rth y  man o f  h i s  a g e ,  one who a c c o m p l is h e s  w hat 
l e s s e r  men s h r i n k  from  o r  f a i l  t o  p e r fo rm .  He i s  p e e r l e s s  
i n  b a t t l e :  a g g r e s s i v e ,  c o u ra g e o u s ,  and t o t a l l y  f e a r l e s s .  
H ero ism  i s  c o n c o m ita n t  w i th  r e s o l u t e n e s s  o f  m ind and s t r e n g t h  
o f  c o u r a g e , and th e  h e r o  c o n c e n t r a t e s  s in g le m in d e d ly  on th e  
c o n f l i c t  a t  h a n d ,  h e e d l e s s  and u n c a r in g  o f  th e  p o s s i b l e  
c o n se q u e n c e s  to  h i m s e l f .  U n d e te r r e d  by  t h e  p r o s p e c t  o f  d e a th  
o r  th e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  d e f e a t , he c o n t in u e s  on h i s  chosen  p a th  
and i s  rew ard ed  by  a  fame w hich  n o t  even  d e a th  can  e x t i n g u i s h .  
However, as  J a c k s o n  p o i n t s  o u t ,  th o u g h  th e  h e r o  s e r v e s  a s  a 
m odel to  be  e m u la te d ,  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  i s  " n o t  so i d e a l i z e d  as  
to  b e  u n a t t a i n a b l e , ” and th e  w o r ld  i n  w hich  he  moves i s  one 
t h a t  a  c o n tem p o ra ry  a u d ie n c e  w ould f i n d  r e c o g n i z a b l y  s i m i l a r  
to  i t s  o w n . ^
The a d v e r s a r y ,  a g a i n ,  h a s  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y ,  p h y s i c a l
^ E p ic  and  Romance: E ssa y s  i n  M ed iev a l L i t e r a t u r e , 2nd ed . 
(London: M acm illan  and  C o .,  1 9 0 8 ) ,  p .  W.
•^ L i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  M iddle  A g e s , p .  190.
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c o n c r e t e n e s s ,  and  m ust be  f a c e d  and overcom e by p u r e l y  p h y s i ­
c a l  m eans. The a n t a g o n i s t ,  m o reo v e r ,  m ust be  an awesomely
i
p o w e r fu l  o n e ,  an a d v e r s a r y  w o rth y  o f  th e  h e r o .  The com bat­
a n t s  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  e v e n ly  m a tch e d , as  a r e  C harlem agne and 
B a l i g a n t  i n  The Song o f  R o land  o r  A c h i l l e s  and H e c to r  i n  th e  
I l i a d , w here  th e  w hole  c o u r s e  o f  th e  r e s p e c t i v e  w ars  t r e m b le s  
i n  b a l a n c e  u n t i l  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n  i s  c ru s h e d .  A t t im e s ,  how ever, 
t h e  s c a l e  o f  b a l a n c e  w eighs  o s t e n s i b l y  i n  f a v o u r  o f  t h e  a d v e r ­
s a r y ,  as  when O dysseus and Telem achus f a c e  t h e  g a r r i s o n  o f  
th e  s u i t o r s , o r  when Aeneas b a t t l e s  w i th  T u m u s  (whose 
c h a r i o t e e r  i s  a  g o d d e s s ) . The p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  d e f e a t  makes 
th e  c o n f l i c t  h o ld  a  d e g re e  o f  s u s p e n s e ,  and  th e  s u b s e q u e n t  
v i c t o r y  becomes th e  more commendable. In  Germ anic e p i c ,  th e  
f i g h t  i n  a  n a r ro w  p l a c e  a g a i n s t  overw helm ing  odds i s  d i s t i n c ­
t i v e l y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c .  The m o n s te r s  i n  B eow ulf a r e  in d e e d  
i n c a l c u l a b l e  and t e r r i f y i n g  f o r c e s  w hich  can b e  c h e c k e d - - i f  
a t  a l l —by th e  h e ro  a lo n e ;  h e  i s  d e f i n i t i v e l y  th e  o n ly  man 
p o s s e s s i n g  th e  s t r e n g t h  and a b i l i t y  to  do so .
The a c t i o n  i n  w hich  t h e s e  m ig h ty  f i g u r e s  engage  r e ­
f l e c t s  t h e i r  s t a t u r e .  I t  i s  a lm o s t  c a t a c ly s m i c  by i m p l i c a t i o n ,  
and th e  h e ro  rem a in s  e v e r - c o n s c io u s  o f  th e  l i f e - a n d - d e a t h  
n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t .  R ic h a rd  S e w a ll  makes a p e r t i n e n t
o b s e r v a t i o n  when he  rem arks  t h a t  " th e  e p i c  h e ro  . . . d e a l s
19w i th  e m e rg e n c ie s  r a t h e r  th a n  d i le m m a s ."  The a c t i o n  rem a in s
19"The T ra g ic  F orm ,"  EIC, IV (1 9 5 4 ) ,  356. Q uoted  by 
S ta n le y  B. G r e e n f i e l d ,  "B eow ulf and  E p ic  T ra g e d y ,"  Comp. L i t . ,
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in d e e d  t e r r i f y i n g l y  s im p le  i n  th e  o p t io n s  open to  th e  h e r o .  
T here  i s  o n ly  one p a t h  he can  t r e a d ,  on w hich  he i s  im p e l le d  
fo rw a rd  by h i s  c o d e , even  tho u g h  i t  may l e a d  to  c e r t a i n  d e a t h . 
He i s  n o t  p e r m i t t e d  e i t h e r  th e  tim e  o r  th e  lu x u ry  to  a g o n iz e  
o v e r  a  d e c i s i o n  r e g a r d in g  h i s  c o u rs e  o f  a c t i o n .  The s i t u a t i o n  
s h r i e k s  o f  im m ediacy , and  th e  h e ro  u n h e s i t a t i n g l y  answ ers  
th e  c a l l .
S ta n le y  G r e e n f i e l d  p o i n t s  o u t  a n o t h e r  i n t e r e s t i n g
a s p e c t  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  as  b e in g  one t h a t  "d o es  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  
20in v o lv e  e v i l . "  As i s  o b v io u s ,  th e  h e r o i c  c o n f l i c t  i s
b a s i c a l l y  p r e - C h r i s t i a n  i n  p r e s e n t a t i o n  and  a p p l i c a t i o n ,  and
when " e v i l  does a p p e a r ,  how ever g r e a t  and t e r r i f y i n g ,  i t  i s
21fo rm a l ly  c o n t a i n e d . "  I n  t h e  C l a s s i c a l  e p i c s ,  t h e  a d v e r ­
s a r i e s  a r e  n o t  v iew ed  as  b e in g  s p e c i f i c a l l y  e v i l - - n o t  even  
P a r i s , th o u g h  th e  a b d u c t io n  o f  H elen  s e t s  i n  m o tio n  a c h a in  
o f  d e s t r u c t i v e  e v e n t s  c u lm in a t in g  i n  th e  d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  an 
e n t i r e  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I n  th e  Germanic e p i c ,  t h e  v ie w p o in t  
rem a in s  th e  same. E v i l  i s  p r e s e n t e d  th ro u g h  th e  a c t u a l  
f i g u r e s  o f  th e  m o n s te r s .  I t  i s  n o t  an e v i l  from  w i t h i n  m an 's  
n a t u r e  o r  u n i v e r s a l l y  p r e s e n t  i n  s o c i e t y  a t  l a r g e .  The havoc 
w ro u g h t by th e  c r e a t u r e s  i s  l i m i t e d  to  c e r t a i n  s p e c i f i c  la n d s
XIV (1 9 6 2 ) ,  99. G r e e n f i e l d  a g r e e s  w i th  S e w a l l ' s  o b s e r v a t i o n  
as  a p p l i e d  to  B eow ulf b u t  e x p r e s s e s  some r e s e r v a t i o n s  ab o u t  
i t s  a p p l i c a t i o n  to  th e  C l a s s i c a l  e p i c s  and  to  R o la n d .
^ " B eow ulf and E p ic  T ra g e d y ,"  Comp. L i t . , XIV (1 9 6 2 ) ,  98.
^ " Beowulf and Epic Tragedy," p. 98.
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and  i s  t a n g i b l e  i n  e f f e c t .  The m o n s te r s ,  a g a in ,  a r e  d e f e a t e d  
i n  p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  a n d ,  w i th  t h e i r  d e a t h s ,  th e  n a t i o n s  
a r e  p u rg e d  o f  th e  e v i l  t h a t  p la g u e s  them. T h e i r  a p p e a ra n c e  
i s  n o t  a m o ra l comment on th e  s o c i e t y  u n d e r  s i e g e .  Nor i s  
t h e r e  any i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  some o t h e r  o f  t h e i r  i l k  may n o t  
a r i s e  i n  th e  f u t u r e  t o  be s i m i l a r l y  c o n f r o n te d :  t h e  v i c t o r y  
g a in e d ,  th e  r e s o l u t i o n  a c h ie v e d ,  i s  n e v e r  s e e n  as pe rm an en t 
o r  e t e r n a l  i n  n a t u r e .  The same h o ld s  t r u e  i n  The Song o f  
R oland  w here C h r i s t i a n s  and  Pagans b a t t l e  f o r  suprem acy i n  
w a r ,  even  th o u g h  th e  C h r i s t i a n  e t h i c  i s  c l e a r l y  a t  work in  
th e  poem and th e  a c t i o n .
M oreover, th e  i n e v i t a b l e  f a t e  o f  th e  h e ro  does n o t  
d e t r a c t  from  th e  w o r th  o f  h i s  a c h ie v e m e n ts . The renown g a in e d  
d u r in g  l i f e  by h i s  f o rm id a b le  e x p l o i t s  does n o t  f a d e  w i th  h i s  
d e a th  b u t  i s  o f t e n  i n c r e a s e d  and s t r e n g t h e n e d  th e r e b y .
R o la n d ’s s m a l l  f o r c e  i s  h o p e l e s s l y  ou tnum bered  by th e  pagan  
h o r d e s ;  B eow ulf f a c e s  th e  m o n s te r s  f u l l y  c o n s c io u s  t h a t  each  
e n c o u n te r  may w e l l  p ro v e  h i s  l a s t ;  and A c h i l l e s  ch o o ses  to  
w in fame th ro u g h  h i s  deeds  a t  th e  c o s t  o f  d y ing  young r a t h e r  
th a n  l i v e  to  an i n g l o r i o u s  o ld  a g e .  The h e ro  i s  aware o f  
h i s  own m o r t a l i t y  and o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  o n ly  c e r t a i n t y  i n  
l i f e  i s  d e a th ,  b u t  h e  p r e s s e s  on r e g a r d l e s s  o f  th e  d an g e r  o r  
th e  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  I t  i s  n o t  th e  f a c t  o f  d e a th  b u t  th e  manner 
o f  th e  d e a th  and  t h e  way i t  i s  f a c e d  t h a t  rem a in  o f  c r i t i c a l  
im p o r ta n c e  i n  th e  e p i c .  As G r e e n f i e l d  comments, we "view  
w i th  awe, more th a n  w i th  a d m i r a t i o n ,  t h e  p r i d e  and r e s o l u t i o n  
t h a t ,  i n  c o n fo rm ity  w i th  a c c e p te d  p a t t e r n s  o f  b e h a v io r ,  t a k e
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such h e r o e s  i n  t h e i r  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  F a te  i n t o  v i s i b l e  and  
m o r ta l  c o n f l i c t .
The a r e n a  w i t h i n  w h ich  th e  e p i c  c o n f l i c t  i s  w orked 
o u t  d e s e r v e s  a lm o s t  a s  much a t t e n t i o n  as  th e  f i g u r e s  in v o lv e d  
i n  th e  a c t i o n  o r  th e  a c t i o n  i t s e l f .  S u p e r n a tu r a l  e le m e n ts  
a r e  a l l - p e r v a s i v e  and  a t  t im e s  a c t i v e l y  a f f e c t  th e  a c t i o n  
and i t s  ou tcom e. I n  th e  C l a s s i c a l  e p i c ,  gods and g o d d e sse s  
a r e  n o t  o n ly  th e  u l t i m a t e  i n i t i a t o r s  o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  b u t  p a r t i ­
c i p a t e  i n  t h e  e v e n t s  and a i d  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  f a v o u r i t e s  
w henever n e c e s s a r y  o r  p o s s i b l e .  However, even  th e  gods 
th e m se lv e s  a r e  g o v e rn e d  by th e  M orae, th e  F a t e s ,  who r e i g n  
supreme o v e r  human a s  w e l l  a s  d iv in e  a f f a i r s  and  to  whom a l l  
e l s e  i s  s u b o r d i n a t e .  F a te  o r  D e s t in y ,  in d e e d ,  becomes a lm o s t  
a p r e s e n c e  i n  th e  G erm anic e p i c .  I t  i s  a f o r c e  o f  w hich  th e  
h e r o i c  w o r ld  i s  e v e r - c o n s c i o u s . I t s  u n fa th o m a b le  d e c re e s  
m ust y e t  be  a c c e p te d  w i th o u t  s u b ju g a te d  s u r r e n d e r  o r  w h in in g  
c o m p la in t ,  and  th e  h e r o  s t r i v e s  to  do th e  b e s t  he  can f o r  as  
long  as  he can  w i t h i n  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  im posed by an i n s c r u t ­
a b le  F a t e .  In  C l a s s i c a l  a s  w e l l  as  Germ anic e p i c ,  n o te s
G r e e n f i e l d ,  " D e s t in y  seems to  b ro o d  o v e r  th e  v a s t  ab y ss  o f
e p ic  l i f e  and subsume human w i l l  t o  i t s  p u r p o s e s , "  and th e  
u l t i m a t e  e f f e c t  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  i s  to  le a v e  on th e  a u d ie n c e
"an  im p r e s s io n  o f  h i s t o r i c  d e s t i n y  t h a t  b in d s  human a c t i v i t y  
23to  i t s  w i l l . "  In  The Song o f  R o la n d , w here th e  C h r i s t i a n  
9 9 "B eow ulf and E p ic  T ra g e d y ,"  p .  106.
^ " Beowulf and Epic Tragedy,” p. 96.
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e t h i c  p r e v a i l s ,  i t  i s  God who p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  t h e  a c t i o n .
F a te  th e  a l l - m i g h t y  i s  h e r e  s u p p la n te d  by th e  A lm ig h ty  
H im s e l f .  God r a n g e s  H im s e lf  d i r e c t l y  on th e  F r a n k i s h  s i d e ,  
and v i c t o r y  i s  th u s  g r a n t e d  th e  F r a n k is h  h o s t  a g a i n s t  t h e  
h e a th e n s  who a r e  s t r a n g e r s  to  H is  f a v o u r .  The m ain  power i n  
e p i c ,  th e n ,  i s  a lw ays so m e th in g  above and  beyond human b e i n g s .  
W hether c a l l e d  God o r  F a t e ,  i t  i s  a c o n t r o l l i n g  and  encom pas­
s in g  f o r c e  t h a t  draws a l l  to  i t s e l f  i n  a way n e v e r  to  be 
f u l l y  com prehended by th e  human m ind. The h e ro  i s  one who 
a c c e p t s  t h a t  and  l i v e s  o u t  h i s  l i f e  com m itted  to  h i s  i d e a l s ,  
even  as  ro u n d  e v e ry  c o m e r  d e a th  beckons w i th  a shadowy 
f i n g e r .  W hat, in d e e d ,  c o u ld  we c a l l  more " h e r o ic " ?
The H e ro ic  P l o t ,  a s  d e t a i l e d  ab o v e , c o m p r is e s  th e  
e n t i r e  a c t i o n  o f  t h e  e p i c  song o f  B eow ulf and  f u n c t i o n s  
d i r e c t l y  to  i l l u m i n a t e  c h a r a c t e r  and them e. Though th e  
H e ro ic  P l o t  s t i l l  f i g u r e s  i n  t h e  w o r ld  o f  rom ance, i t  i s  no 
l o n g e r  as  c e n t r a l  t o  th e  n a r r a t i v e  c o n c e r n s . The k n i g h t s  may 
e n c o u n te r  m o n s te r s  and  s l a y  them i n  com bat, b u t  th e  n a t u r e  o f  
th e  a c t i o n  and i t s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i s  m o d i f ie d  i n  k e e p in g  w i th  
new th e m a t i c  i n t e r e s t s .
In  B e o w u lf , p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  i s  n o t  o n ly  th e  v e r y  
b a s i s  o f  th e  e p i s o d e s  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  b u t ,  b e in g  t h e  s o l e  
mode o f  d e l i n e a t i n g  h e r o i c  w o r th ,  i t  becomes a l l - i m p o r t a n t  
a s  th e  means o f  e x p l i c a t i n g  th e  g e n e r a l  them e. The e p i c  h e r o  
em bodies th e  b e s t  o f  h i s  t r a d i t i o n  and s o c i e t y ,  a  s o c i e t y  
g e a r e d  to w ard s  w ar and w i th  i t s  e t h i c  f o c u s e d  on com bat.
The h e ro  r e p r e s e n t s  a s t a b i l i z i n g  f o r c e  i n  a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  an
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o p p o s in g  power c a u s in g  d i s o r d e r  and  chaos i n  s o c i e t y .  A cc o rd ­
i n g l y ,  th e  h e ro  re m a in s  a  f u n d a m e n ta l ly  s t a t i c  c h a r a c t e r  i n  
t h a t  he  does n o t  u n d erg o  any s i g n i f i c a n t  o r  u n e x p e c te d  changes  
i n  h i s  n a t u r e  o r  f o r t u n e . As S c h o le s  and  K e llo g g  p o i n t  o u t :  
"The e p i c  p l o t  i s  t o  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t  b e sp o k en  by e p i c  c h a r a c ­
t e r i z a t i o n .  The p l o t  i s  i n h e r e n t  i n  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  p r o ­
t a g o n i s t ,  b u t  t h a t  c o n c e p t  i s  n o t  r e a l i z e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e
0 /
u n t i l  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  i s  e x p r e s s e d  th ro u g h  a c t i o n . "  I n  each  
s i t u a t i o n ,  j u s t  as i t  i s  B e o w u lf ’ s v e ry  n a t u r e  w hich  im p e ls  
him  to  a c t ,  so th e  i n c i d e n t  i t s e l f  s e r v e s  to  b r i n g  o u t  h i s  
a d m ira b le  q u a l i t i e s .  The h e r o ' s  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n ,  m o reo v e r ,  
a p p e a r s  f i x e d ,  a lm o s t  p r e o r d a in e d  by an " h i s t o r i c  d e s t i n y ; "  
t h e r e  i s  no c i rc u m v e n t in g  th e  f a t e  i n  s t o r e ,  h a r d  and  u n y i e l d ­
in g  as  i t  may b e .  The h e r o ,  th e  a c t i o n ,  and  th e  theme o f  e p i c  
in d e e d  a l l  d e a l  w i th  a s o c i e t y  u n d e r  a t t a c k .
I n  th e  rom ance, h ow ever, s o c i e t a l  o r d e r  i s  c l e a r l y  
d e f i n e d  and i t s  s t a b i l i t y  ta k e n  f o r  g r a n t e d .  C h i v a l r i c  
s o c i e t y  i s  f o r m a l ly  g ra d e d  w i th  th e  a r i s t o c r a t i c  group  o f  
k n i g h t s  a t  t h e  a p e x ,  and th e  romance e t h i c  p e r t a i n s  s p e c i f i ­
c a l l y  and s o l e l y  to  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s t r a t u m  o f  s o c i e t y .  
M oreover, s o c i e t y  i t s e l f  r e c e d e s  i n t o  th e  d i s t a n c e  and becomes 
m e re ly  an e l a b o r a t e l y  d e t a i l e d  b ack g ro u n d  to  th e  s e t  on w hich  
th e  k n i g h t  engages  i n  b a t t l e .  The p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  s o c i e t a l  
o r d e r  i s  no lo n g e r  a  m o tiv e  f o r  th e  a c t i o n .  The n a r r a t i v e
^ The N a tu re  o f  N a r r a t i v e  (1966; r p t .  New York: O xford  
U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1976) , p . 209.
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f o c u s e s  i n s t e a d  on th e  i n n e r  d eve lopm en t o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l
h e ro  as  i n d i c a t e d  th ro u g h  h i s  a c t i o n s ,  th ro u g h  th e  p h y s i c a l
c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  w i th  h i s  a d v e r s a r i e s .  Romance, u n l i k e  h e r o i c
e p i c ,  g e n e r a l l y  p r e s e n t s  a  c h a r a c t e r  whose " p e r s o n a l  t r a i t s
a r e  a t t e n u a t e d  so a s  to  c l a r i f y  h i s  p r o g r e s s  a lo n g  a  p l o t
25l i n e  w hich  h a s  an e t h i c a l  b a s i s . "  The p r o t a g o n i s t  l e a r n s  
from  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  from  a c t i o n s  t h a t  s e r i o u s l y  a f f e c t  h i s  
f o r t u n e s  ( i n c l u d i n g  h i s  t h o u g h t s ,  f e e l i n g s  and a t t i t u d e s ) ,  
and so i s  a d i f f e r e n t  p e r s o n  a t  th e  end  from  w hat he  was a t  
th e  b e g in n in g .
T h is  change i n  a p p ro a c h  to w ard s  p l o t  and c h a r a c t e r i ­
z a t i o n  i s  o f  e s p e c i a l  im p o r ta n c e  i n  W este rn  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i ­
t i o n ,  as  i t  em p h as iz es  th e  f a c t  t h a t  e p i c  p r e c e d e s  romance 
i n  an h i s t o r i c a l  l i n e  o f  d e s c e n t .  N a th a n ie l  G r i f f i n  r e g a r d s  
th e  theme and a c t i o n  o f  e p i c  a s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  " o f  i s o l a t e d  
p e o p l e s ,  who p r e s e r v e d  t h e i r  b i r t h r i g h t  i n t a c t  and u n c o r r u p te d  
by o u t s i d e  i n f l u e n c e s , "  w h i le  th o s e  o f  romance he s e e s  as  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  " o f  a p e o p le  t h a t  h a s  come i n  c o n t a c t  w i th  an 
a l i e n  c i v i l i z a t i o n  and t h a t  h a s  a l lo w e d  i t s  a n c e s t r a l  t r a d i ­
t i o n s  to  be c o n ta m in a te d ,  i f  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  u n d e rm in ed , by
26th e  i n f i l t r a t i o n  o f  new i d e a s . "  However, th o u g h  G r i f f i n  
c o n s id e r s  th e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  c h i v a l r y  and th e  r i s e  o f  
i n t e r e s t  i n  c o u r t l y  lo v e  a s  b e in g  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  i n s t i t u t i n g
^ S c h o l e s  and K e l lo g g ,  p .  169.
2 6 "The D e f i n i t i o n  o f  Rom ance," PMLA, XXXVIII (1 9 2 3 ) ,  57.
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th e  ch an g e , R. W. S o u th e rn  a t t r i b u t e s  t h e  p r o c e s s  s p e c i f i ­
c a l l y  t o  th e  adven t, o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  w hich  a l t e r e d  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  b e l i e f s  and  changed  th e  v iew  o f  th e  p l a c e  o f  human 
b e in g s  i n  th e  w o r ld .  S o u th e rn  e x p l i c a t e s  t h e  te m p e r in g  
i n f l u e n c e  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  e t h i c :  " B r i e f l y ,  we f i n d  l e s s  t a l k  
o f  l i f e  a s  an e x e r c i s e  i n  e n d u ra n c e ,  and o f  d e a th  i n  a  h o p e ­
l e s s  c a u s e ,  and we h e a r  more o f  l i f e  a s  a s e e k in g  and  a 
jo u r n e y in g .  Men b e g i n  t o  o r d e r  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e  more 
c o n s c io u s ly  i n  a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  a p l a n ;  th e y  th i n k  o f  th e m s e lv e s
l e s s  as  s t a t i o n a r y  o b j e c t s  o f  a t t a c k  by s p i r i t u a l  f o e s ,  and
27more as p i l g r i m s  and s e e k e r s . "  The C h r i s t i a n  mode o f  
th o u g h t  g e n e r a t e s  a  more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  th e  
n a t u r e  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  l i f e  and in d u c e s  a  more com plex v iew  o f  
th e  n a t u r e  o f  a c t i o n .  As S c h o le s  and K e l lo g g  o b s e rv e ,  th e  
" c o n c e p t  o f  th e  d e v e lo p in g  c h a r a c t e r  who changes  in w a rd ly  i s  
q u i t e  a  l a t e  a r r i v a l  i n  n a r r a t i v e , . . . [an d ]  i s  p r i m a r i l y
o o
a C h r i s t i a n  e l e m e n t . "
The d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e en  e p i c  and  rom ance , t h e n ,  can 
be  b e s t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as  t h e  change from  an e x p r e s s io n  o f  a 
p u b l i c  m o r a l i t y  to  a p r i v a t e  o n e , from  a p r e - C h r i s t i a n  w o r ld  
view  to  a C h r i s t i a n  o n e . T h is  s h i f t  i n  em phas is  s i g n i f i e s  
th e  em ergence o f  th e  K n ig h t  as  h e r o ,  who s u p e r s e d e s  th e
27 The Making o f  th e  M iddle  Ages (New Haven, C onn.: Y ale  
U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 5 3 ) ,  p .  222.
28N a tu re  o f  N a r r a t i v e , p .  165.
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c o n c e p t  o f  th e  W a r r io r  as  h e r o .  " I t  i s  th e  h e r o i c  i d e a l  o f
th e  w a r r i o r , "  as  J a n  de V r ie s  r e m a rk s ,  " t o  b e  s t r o n g  and
c o u ra g e o u s ,  to  co n q u e r  a l l  o p p o n e n ts ,  and  so to  w in  fame
29w i th  p o s t e r i t y . "  T h is  i d e a l  p o s t u l a t e s  a h e ro  whose a c t i o n s
a r e  c o m p re h e n s ib le  to  h i s  w o r ld  a t  a l l  t im e s .  H is  t r i a l s  a r e
th u s  n e c e s s a r i l y  th o s e  o f  v i s i b l e  and d i r e c t  p h y s i c a l  com bat,
in  w hich  he p ro v e s  h i m s e l f  th e  w o rth y  u p h o ld e r  o f  th e  common
t r a d i t i o n  and th e  s t a l w a r t  d e f e n d e r  o f  h i s  s o c i e t y .  The
k n i g h t ,  h o w ev er, i s  f o r  th e  m ost p a r t  q u i t e  i s o l a t e d  i n  th e
p e r fo rm a n c e  o f  h i s  d e e d s , w hich  g e n e r a l l y  t a k e  p l a c e  w i t h i n
an a r e n a  f a r  rem oved from  th e  ey es  o f  h i s  p e e r s . W ith in  t h i s
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d  f i e l d  o f  a c t i o n ,  he  i s  no l o n g e r  th e  ex p o n e n t
o f  t h e  s o c i e t a l  e t h i c ,  and  h e  becomes i n s t e a d  th e  t e s t e r  and
v a l i d a t o r  o f  a more p e r s o n a l  s e t  o f  v a l u e s . H is  t r i a l s  a r e
u s u a l l y  t e s t s  o f  h i s  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  q u a l i t y ,  o f  h i s  i n n e r
s t r e n g t h  and  s p i r i t u a l  f i b r e .
The k n i g h t l y  i d e a l ,  m o reo v e r ,  rem a in s  q u i t e  e x p l i c t l y
" i d e a l "  i n  b o th  p r e s e n t a t i o n  and  a p p l i c a t i o n .  As J a c k so n
o b s e r v e s :  " I t  can h a r d l y  be  d o u b te d  t h a t  th e  k n i g h t s  o f  th e
Round T a b le  w ere e x p e c te d  t o  b eh av e  i n  a way f a r  more n o b le ,
more g e n e r o u s , and more c u l t u r e d  th a n  th e  l i v i n g  k n ig h t s  o f
t h e i r  day . T h e i r  b e h a v io u r  was i n  f a c t  an  exam ple to  be
30i m i t a t e d  b u t  n e v e r  a t t a i n e d . "  The h e r o i c  i d e a l ,  on th e
29H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg e n d , p .  180.
30
Literature of the Middle Ages, p. 88.
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o t h e r  h an d ,  i s  in  f a c t  more d e m o c ra t ic  th a n  i t  a p p e a r s  f o r ,  
though  i t  p e r t a i n s  to  l e a d e r s  and k i n g s , i t  rem a in s  one to  
w hich  a l l  o f  s o c i e t y  c o u ld  r e l a t e  and one w hich  ea c h  w a r r i o r  
c o u ld  s t r i v e  to  i n c o r p o r a t e  i n  h i s  own a c t i o n s  on t h e  b a t t l e ­
f i e l d .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y  enough, i t  i s  th e  romance em phas is  on 
" th e  i n n e r  v a lu e s  o f  th e  k n i g h t l y  i d e a l  w h ich  c a u se d  th e  
c o n n e c t io n s  w i th  th e  r e a l  t h in g s  o f  t h i s  e a r t h  to  become
e v e r  more f i c t i t i o u s  and d e v o id  o f  p r a c t i c a l  p u r p o s e , "  as
31E r i c h  A uerbach  p o i n t s  o u t .  The e p i c  re m a in s  in d e e d  "m ain ly
32p o s i t i v e  and  s e n s i b l e "  i n  i t s  a p p ro a c h  to w ard s  th e  a c t i o n ,
w hich  i s  n e c e s s i t a t e d  e i t h e r  by p r a c t i c a l  c i r c u m s ta n c e  ( t o
k i l l  th e  r a v a g e r  o f  s o c i e t y )  o r  by t h e  h e r o i c  code o f  i t s
w o r ld  ( t o  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  overw helm ing  odds w i th  unw avering
co u rag e  and f o r t i t u d e ) . In  d i r e c t  c o n t r a s t ,  th e  romance
p o s t u l a t e s  no such  r e a l  s o c i a l  f u n c t i o n  o r  m o t i v a t i o n  f o r  th e
k n i g h t ,  and th e  v a lu e s  e x p r e s s e d  i n  th e  f e u d a l  e t h i c  " a r e  a l l
d i r e c t e d  to w ard s  a  p e r s o n a l  and a b s o l u t e  i d e a l - - a b s o l u t e  b o th
i n  r e f e r e n c e  to  i d e a l  r e a l i z a t i o n  and  i n  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e
33ab se n c e  o f  any e a r t h l y  and p r a c t i c a l  p u r p o s e . "
E q u a l ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  i s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  w h i le  e p i c
31 "The K n ig h t  S e ts  F o r t h , "  i n  M im esis ; The R e p r e s e n t a t i o n  
o f  R e a l i t y  i n  W este rn  L i t e r a t u r e , t r a n s . W i l l a r d  R. T ra sk  
(1953; r p t .  P r i n c e t o n ,  N . J . ;  P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  
1 9 7 4 ) ,  p .  139.
^ K e r ,  p .  8.
■^Auerbach, p. 134.
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fo c u s e s  on a few e a r t h - s h a t t e r i n g  c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  b e tw een  
h e ro  and m o n s te r ,  th e  a c t i v i t y  p r e s e n t e d  i n  romance i s  i n  th e  
form  o f  a v a n tu r e  o r  random a d v e n tu r e .  The k n i g h t ,  u n l i k e  th e  
e p i c  h e r o ,  i s  t o t a l l y  unaw are a t  th e  s t a r t  o f  w hat i s  i n  s t o r e  
f o r  h im , and th e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s  a c t i v i t i e s  a p p e a r s  to  be  d e t e r ­
mined in d e e d  more by c a s u a l  chance  th a n  an i n e x o r a b l e  F a t e .
The f i g h t s  th e m s e lv e s ,  m o re o v e r ,  a r e  random and m a n ifo ld ;  
as  A uerbach  comments, th e  " f a n t a s t i c  e n c o u n te r s  and p e r i l s
p r e s e n t  th e m s e lv e s  to  th e  k n i g h t  a s  i f  from  th e  end  o f  an
3 A*assem b ly  l i n e . "  The m o n s tro u s  a d v e r s a r i e s ,  a g a in ,  no  lo n g e r  
e x h i b i t  th e  same awesomely d e s t r u c t i v e  pow ers o f  a c t i o n  as 
do th o s e  i n  e p i c ,  and th e  f a d in g  o f  b e l i e f  i n  t h e i r  a c t u a l  
p h y s i c a l  p r e s e n c e  as  f o r c e s  to  be  r e c k o n e d  w i th  i n  t h e  w o r ld  
i s  c l e a r l y  r e f l e c t e d  i n  th e  m anner and q u a n t i t y  i n  w h ich  th e y  
f i g u r e  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e s .
I t  i s  o b v io u s ,  h ow ever, t h a t  th e  h e r o i c  e t h i c  h a s  n o t  
b een  c o m p le te ly  s h e lv e d  in  th e  rom ance . P h y s i c a l  p row ess  
rem a in s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  m e a su r in g  th e  k n i g h t ' s  
s t a t u r e  as  a h e r o ,  th o u g h  i t  i s  no l o n g e r  th e  s o l e  c r i t e r i o n .  
The a c t i o n  i s  s t i l l  l a r g e l y  d e p i c t e d  i n  te rm s o f  p h y s i c a l  
c o n f l i c t s ,  b u t  th e  i n t e r e s t  i s  now more i n  draw ing  o u t  t h e  
p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  i n n e r  s t a t e  o f  m ind o r  p e r s o n a l  d eve lopm en t i n  
c h a r a c t e r .  C o r r e s p o n d in g ly ,  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  m o d i f ie d  in  
th e  manner o f  i t s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  and u s e .  And so i t  m ust b e ,
■^"The K n ig h t  S e t s  F o r t h , "  p .  135
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f o r  a s  th e  c e n t u r i e s  go by  and th e  fram ew ork o f  s o c i e t y  
c h a n g e s , so to o  do i t s  v a l u e s  and th e  way th e y  a r e  e x p r e s s e d  
i n  n a r r a t i v e  a r t .  We have  se e n  how h e r o i c  le g e n d  d i s p l a c e s  
myth an d , i n  t u r n ,  i s  d i s p l a c e d  by rom ance. P a r a l l e l i n g  
t h i s  movement, we f i n d  an em phas is  on i n n e r  s t r e n g t h  and 
s p i r i t u a l  q u a l i t y  t a k i n g  a  d e e p e r ,  s t r o n g e r ,  and  more com pre­
h e n s iv e  h o ld  on th e  p o e t i c  im a g in a t io n .  The H e ro ic  P l o t ,  th e  
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  th e  A nglo-Saxon  e t h i c ,  i s  
a c c o r d in g ly  t r a n s m u te d  th ro u g h  th e  ag e s  and i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  
th e  s e r v i c e  o f  th e  r e l a t i v e l y  new t r a d i t i o n  w h ich  a c h ie v e s  
i t s  e a r l i e s t  E n g l i s h  a p o t h e o s i s  i n  The F a e r i e  Q u een e .
More th a n  e i g h t  c e n t u r i e s  yawn b e tw een  th e  song o f  
Beow ulf and  th e  w r i t i n g  o f  The F a e r i e  Q u een e . D u rin g  t h a t  
t im e ,  kingdom s r i s e  and f a l l ,  and  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  s o c i e t y  
a l t e r s  beyond  r e c o g n i t i o n .  C u l t u r a l  m ores m o d u la te ,  a s  does 
th e  modus v i v e n d i . The C h r i s t i a n  mode o f  th o u g h t  r e p l a c e s  
th e  Germ anic p o i n t  o f  v iew . The i d e a l  o f  human h e r o is m  i s  
t r a n s f o r m e d  to  fo c u s  e x p l i c i t l y  on s p i r i t u a l  f i b r e  and m o ra l  
s t r e n g t h .  B ut th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  e n d u re s  i n  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n .  
B e l i e f  i n  th e  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f  m o n s tro u s  c r e a t u r e s  c a p a b le  
o f  d i s r u p t i n g  s o c i e t a l  p e a c e  and o r d e r  may w i t h e r  w i th  th e  
p a s s in g  o f  t im e ,  b u t  th e  m o t i f  o f  th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t  i s  to o  
f i r m l y  e n t r e n c h e d  i n  th e  human im a g in a t io n  f o r  i t  to  be 
sum m arily  d i s lo d g e d  o r  d i s c a r d e d .  I t  s u r v iv e s  th ro u g h  
a d a p t a t i o n ,  and a l i n e  o f  c o n t i n u i t y  can  be  t r a c e d  from  i t s  
a r c h e t y p a l  mode i n  B e o w u lf , th ro u g h  i t s  v a r i o u s  form s i n  th e  
romance n a r r a t i v e s  o f  T r i s t a n , Y v a in , and S i r  Gawain and th e
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G reen K n ig h t , t o  i t s  u l t i m a t e  m e tam o rp h o s is  i n  Book One o f  
The F a e r i e  Q ueene .
P ro b a b ly  b e c a u s e  o f  i t s  m y th ic  o r i g i n s ,  t h e  H e ro ic  
P l o t  h a s  p e r e n n i a l  a p p e a l .  I t s  r e c u r r e n c e  i n  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i ­
t i o n  i s  h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t ,  and  i t s  a p p e a ra n c e  i n  th e  m ain s t r e a m  
o f  m e d ie v a l  e p i c  and  romance i s  i n d i s p u t a b l e .  I t s  p e r s i s t e n c e  
i n  l i t e r a r y  a r t  i s  in d e e d  a l l  t h e  more re m a rk a b le  f o r  th e  v e ry  
s p o n t a n e i t y  o f  t h a t  o c c u r r e n c e .  I t  i s  n o t  a  m a t t e r  o f  d i r e c t  
i n f l u e n c e  o r  d e l i b e r a t e  i m i t a t i o n ,  f o r  th e  m o t i f  o f  th e  m o n s te r -  
f i g h t  i s  i n t e g r a t e d  i n t o  t h e  p l o t  s t r u c t u r e  o f  ea c h  poem s im p ly  
as an a p p o s i t e  means o f  d e v e lo p in g  o r  e x p l i c a t i n g  t h e  th e m a t ic  
i n t e n t .  I t s  r e a p p e a r a n c e  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  su n d ry  c l im e s  and 
d i v e r s e  a g e s ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a t t e s t s  t o  i t s  i n n a t e  v a lu e  and 
to  i t s  power o f  a p p e a l i n g  t o  t h e  p o e t s '  v a r i e t y  o f  i n t e r e s t s .
An a n a l y s i s  o f  i t s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  i n  th e  f i v e  m a jo r  w orks u n d e r  
s c r u t i n y  h e r e ,  t h e n ,  w ould s e r v e  to  i l l u m i n a t e  i t s  l a s t i n g  
h o ld  on th e  p o e t i c  v i s i o n .  And o n ly  a know ledge o f  i t s  
a r c h e t y p a l  c o n s t r u c t  i n  B eow ulf e n a b le s  us to  u n d e r s ta n d  and 
a p p r e c i a t e  i t s  dep loym en t i n  th e  s u b s e q u e n t  n a r r a t i v e s .
CHAPTER II
THE ARCHETYPE IN BEOWULF
Beowulf i s  an  h e r o i c  e p i c .  In  e s s e n c e ,  th e n ,  i t  i s  
a  song o f  p r a i s e  w h ich  e x t o l l s  th e  m a r t i a l  e x p l o i t s  o f  a 
g r e a t  h e ro  and  e n s u re s  t h a t  h i s  fame w i l l  l i v e  f o r e v e r  i n  
th e  w o r ld .  In  an  ag e  r i v e n  w i th  w ar and s t r i f e ,  t h e  p r e ­
em inen t w a r r i o r  n a t u r a l l y  becomes th e  e x a l t e d  i d e a l  o f  a 
w o rth y  man. H is a c t i o n s  s e t  t h e  u l t i m a t e  s t a n d a r d s  w hich  
th e  a u d ie n c e  i s  e x h o r te d  to  m a in t a in  and  u p h o ld .  The r e c i t a l  
o f  h i s  deeds  becomes a s o u r c e  o f  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  s o c i e t y  
o f  w hich  he  i s  a  p a r t ,  f o r  t h e  r a c e  and  c u l t u r e  o f  w h ich  he  
i s  t h e  e p i to m e . The h e r o i c  song s e r v e s  in d e e d  n o t  o n ly  as  
t h e  h e r o ' s  l a s t i n g  m e m o ria l ,  b u t  a s  t h e  c r u c i b l e  w i t h i n  w hich  
th e  t r a d i t i o n  and v a l u e s  o f  th e  h e r o i c  w o r ld  a r e  c r y s t a l l i z e d .
I f  such  an a n a l y s i s  o f  Beowulf a p p e a r s  s im p le -m in d e d  
and p u e r i l e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  m ost m odern i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  w ork , i t  i s  n o n e t h e l e s s  a t r a d i t i o n a l  r e a d ­
in g  o f  a poem i n  w h ich  s i m p l i c i t y  and d i r e c t n e s s  a r e  m a jo r  
s t r e n g t h s .  I t  i s  u n f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  m odern c r i t i c i s m  te n d s  to  
impose upon th e  n a r r a t i v e  a d e s ig n  and p u rp o se  w hich  i s  
t o t a l l y  a l i e n  to  h e r o i c  e p i c .  As M orton B lo o m fie ld  p o i n t s  
o u t :  " I t  was n o t  t h a t  t h e  B eow ulf- p o e t  had  a  p e r s o n a l  v iew  
to  g iv e  to  th e  w o r ld  by means o f  o b j e c t i v e  c o r r e l a t i v e s  a s  a 
r o m a n t ic  p o e t  m ig h t  h a v e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  he  w ish ed  to  p r e s e n t  th e
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r e s  g e s t a s  o f  a  h e ro  so t h a t  he may be rem em bered, to  g iv e  h i s  
a u d ie n c e  new s t r e n g t h  and a m odel. H is a r t i s t r y  was p r i m a r i l y  
u se d  to  a t t a i n  t h a t  g o a l . " ^  Beowulf i s  a poem w hich  i s  d e e p ly  
r o o te d  i n  s t r o n g  communal b e l i e f s  and w hich  c e l e b r a t e s  th e  
common t r a d i t i o n  o f  i t s  ag e . Though th e  h e r o i c  e t h i c  may no 
lo n g e r  be  v a l i d  i n  th e  w o r ld ,  w i t h i n  t h e  poem i t s e l f  i t  s t i l l  
l i v e s  and e n d u r e s .
"Man n e e d s  an i d e a l  i n  a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  w h ich  he can 
shape  h i s  l i f e , "  n o te s  J a n  de V r i e s ,  and  Beow ulf i s  p r e s e n te d  
as  j u s t  such  a f i g u r e  f o r  t h e  h e r o i c  a g e .  He i s ,  and rem a in s  
th ro u g h o u t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  t h e  A nglo-Saxon  i d e a l  o f  p e r f e c t i o n .  
There  i s  no d eve lopm en t i n  h i s  c h a r a c t e r ,  s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  
n o th in g  f o r  him to  l e a r n  and no n e c e s s i t y  f o r  him to  change .
He i s  a lw ays h e l d  up f o r  a d m i r a t io n  as  a g r e a t  man and a 
g r e a t  w a r r i o r .  H is  h e ro is m  i s  c o n s i s t e n t l y  p r a i s e d ,  w i th o u t  
i r o n y  o r  r e s e r v a t i o n ,  by th e  p o e t  as  w e l l  a s  by th e  o t h e r  
c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h e  poem. Beowulf l i v e s  and d i e s  i n  a b l a z e  
o f  g l o r y ,  h i s  w o r th  and renown u n d im in is h e d  by th e  p h y s i c a l  
f a c t  o f  d e a th .
The w a r r i o r  i d e a l  can  be e x e m p l i f i e d  o n ly  th ro u g h  
b a t t l e ,  and  th e  e n t i r e  a c t i o n  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  th u s  
co m p rised  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  th e  t h r e e  m o n s te r s .
Review o f  K enne th  S is a m 's  The S t r u c t u r e  o f  B eo w u lf , r p t .  
i n  E ssay s  and E x p l o r a t i o n s :  S tu d ie s  i n  I d e a s , Language and 
L i t e r a t u r e  (C am bridge , M a ss . :  H a rv a rd  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  n T 7 0 ) ,
p. 279.
2
Heroic Song and Heroic Legend, p. 189.
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The a d v e r s a r i e s  a r e  d i s t i n c t i v e  f o r c e s  t h a t  r a v a g e  s o c i e t y  
and  d i s r u p t  th e  p e a c e  and s t a b i l i t y  o f  th e  s o c i a l  w o r ld .
They a r e  c l e a r l y  e v i l  c r e a t u r e s  whose a c t i o n s  a r e  n e v e r  
j u s t i f i e d  o r  condoned . B eow ulf i s  good, and th e  m o n s te rs  
a r e  b a d :  t h e s e  f a c t s  a r e  n e v e r  i n  doub t i n  te rm s  o f  a  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  poem. Any c o n f l i c t  i n  w hich  th e  pow ers 
o f  good and e v i l  a r e  so  o b v io u s ly  r a n g e d  on o p p o s in g  s i d e s  
may g a t h e r  sy m b o lic  o v e r to n e s ,  b u t  i n  B eow ulf th e  sym bolism  
rem a in s  o f  s e c o n d a ry  co n seq u e n c e .  The m o n s te r s ,  tho u g h  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  c r e a t u r e s , a r e  ta k e n  and t r e a t e d  s e r i o u s l y  on th e  
r e a l i s t i c  l e v e l .  They a r e  p r e s e n t e d  as  p h y s i c a l  e n t i t i e s  
w h ich  m ust be  overcom e i n  com bat, e x t e r n a l  a d v e r s a r i e s  w h ich  
m ust be d e s t r o y e d  by p h y s i c a l  m eans. T h e i r  f u n c t i o n  i n  th e  
n a r r a t i v e  i s  v e ry  c l e a r  i n  te rm s  o f  th e  a c t i o n  i t s e l f :  th e y  
a r e  th e  m ig h ty  a n t a g o n i s t s  a g a i n s t  whom th e  h e r o i c  i d e a l  can  
be  d e f in e d ,  a g a i n s t  whom B eow ulf p ro v e s  h i m s e l f  th e  w a r r i o r -  
h e ro  p a r  e x c e l l e n c e .
The H e ro ic  P l o t ,  t h e  b a t t l e  be tw een  h e ro  and m o n s te r ,  
i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  i t s  a r c h e t y p a l  fo rm  i n  t h e  poem. The c o n f r o n ­
t a t i o n s  h e r e  s e r v e  d i r e c t l y  to  i l l u m i n a t e  th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  
Beowulf and s h a rp e n  th e  d e l i n e a t i o n  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  i d e a l .  
Beow ulf moves from  s u c c e s s  to  s u c c e s s ,  e x h i b i t i n g  h i s  
ex em p la ry  n a t u r e  and  g a t h e r i n g  g r e a t e r  and g r e a t e r  g lo r y  
th ro u g h  h i s  e x p l o i t s .  H is  d e a th  becomes i n  i t s e l f  th e  f i n a l  
a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  th e  h e r o i c  code w hich  he  e x e m p l i f i e s ,  by 
w hich  he l i v e s  and a c t s . F o r  h e ro is m  i n  B eow ulf i s  n o t  a 
m o ra l ,  s p i r i t u a l  o r  t h e o l o g i c a l  a b s t r a c t i o n .  The h e r o i c
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i d e a l  i s  a p r a c t i c a l  o n e , s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  w a r -  
o r i e n t e d  tem p er  o f  A nglo-Saxon  s o c i e t y .  The em phasis  i n  
B eow ulf rem a in s  in d e e d  on t h e  s o c i a l  t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  th e  h e ro  
e x e m p l i f i e s  even  i n  d e a th ,  and th e  poem c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  w a r r i o r  
e t h i c  by d e t a i l i n g  t h e  e x p l o i t s  t h a t  b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  p r o ­
t a g o n i s t ' s  s t a t u r e  and  c h a r a c t e r .
As J a c k s o n  r e m a rk s ,  "B eow ulf i s  th e  s t o r y  o f  a  m an ,"  
b u t  t h e  poem i s  y e t  " s e l e c t i v e  i n  th e  s e n s e  t h a t  i t  co n c en ­
t r a t e s  on th e  p o i n t s  i n  t h e  h e r o ' s  c a r e e r  w hich  b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e
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h i s  g r e a t  q u a l i t i e s . "  E v e r y th in g  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  co ­
h e s i v e l y  b le n d e d  to w ard s  t h i s  s i n g l e  p u r p o s e .  The n a r r a t i v e  
f o c u s e s  on th o s e  i n c i d e n t s  th ro u g h  w hich  th e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  
h e ro is m  e x t o l l e d  can  b e  b e s t  d e t a i l e d .  The poem h i g h l i g h t s  
th e  h e r o ' s  e x c e p t i o n a l  q u a l i t i e s  as  b r o u g h t  o u t  i n  com bat, 
and  i t  c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  g r e a t  a c h ie v e m e n ts  o f  an  h e r o i c  l i f e  
by th e  fo c u s  on t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t s  i n  w hich  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  
i s  s e e n  i n  a c t i o n .  A l l  th e  a d m ira b le  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  a w a r r i o r  
a r e  made c o n c r e te  i n  th e  f i g u r e  o f  B eow ulf and a r e  d i s p l a y e d  
a t  e v e ry  t u r n  i n  h i s  a c t i o n s .  The h e ro  i s  d e l i n e a t e d  i n  
c o n fo rm i ty  w i t h  th e  i d e a l s  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  a g e ,  and he re m a in s  
from  f i r s t  to  l a s t  t h e  " s u p e r l a t i v e  o f  e v e ry  m an 's  p o s i t i v e . " ^  
H is  a t t i t u d e  i n  b a t t l e  r e f l e c t s  th e  e t h i c a l  code o f  h i s  
s o c i e t y ,  and h i s  a c t i o n s  t y p i f y  th e  e x c e l l e n c e  i n  combat
3
L i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  M idd le  A g e s , p .  184.
^ A l f r e d  S. Cook, The C l a s s i c  L in e  (B lo o m in g to n , I n d . :  
I n d i a n a  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s , 1 9 6 6 ) ,  p .  14.
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e x p e c te d  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  by h i s  w o r ld .  T h ro u g h o u t t h e  
n a r r a t i v e ,  Beowulf re m a in s  " t h e  i n c a r n a t i o n  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  
s p i r i t . " ^  He i s  t h e  man o f  suprem e m e r i t  whose g r e a t  
p o t e n t i a l  i s  f u l f i l l e d  th ro u g h  h i s  g r e a t  d e e d s ,  and we a r e  
a lw ays " c o n s c io u s  o f  th e  ways i n  w hich  he n o t  o n ly  a c c e p t s  
b u t  a s s e r t s  to  th e  f u l l e s t  e x t e n t  th e  v a l u e s  o f  t h e  w o r ld  
he  l i v e s  i n . " ^
W ith  t r u e  e p i c  s i m p l i c i t y ,  Beow ulf i s  i n t r o d u c e d  
i n t o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as  t h e  h e ro  t h a t  he i s :
se  w^es moncynnes ma&genes s t r e n g e s t
on j?ae.m ds&ge jpysses  l i f e s ,
^e.be le  ond e a c e n .
(1 96 -98 )
[ I n  h i s  s t r e n g t h  he  was th e  m i g h t i e s t  o f  a l l  
m ankind i n  t h a t  day and ag e ;  he  was o f  h ig h  
b i r t h ,  and  o f  more th a n  human s t a t u r e . ] 7
B e o w u lf 's  p h y s i c a l  a t t r i b u t e s  a r e  i n d i c a t i o n  enough o f  h i s
h e r o i c  n a t u r e ,  and h i s  a c t i o n s  b e a r  o u t  t h e  p ro m ise  i n h e r e n t
i n  h i s  a p p e a ra n c e .  The h e ro  s t a n d s  o u t  i n  any company. H is
s t e r l i n g  q u a l i t y  c a n n o t  be o v e r lo o k e d ;  i t  s h in e s  f o r t h ,  v i s i b l e
^Edward B. I r v i n g ,  A R ead ing  o f  Beowulf (New Haven, C o n n . : 
Y a le  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 8 ) ,  p .  82.
^ I r v i n g ,  p . 129.
^B eow ulf and The F ig h t  a t  F in n s b u r g , ed . w i th  an i n t r o ­
d u c t io n ,  b i b l i o g r a p h y ,  n o t e s ,  g l o s s a r y ,  and  a p p e n d ic e s  by 
F r .  K la e b e r ,  3 rd  e d . , w i th  f i r s t  and  seco n d  su p p le m en ts  
(L e x in g to n ,  M a ss . :  D.C. H ea th  and  Company, 1 950 ) . A l l  quo­
t a t i o n s  from  th e  poem a r e  from  t h i s  e d i t i o n .  The t r a n s l a ­
t i o n  i s  by G. N. Garmonsway and J .  S im pson, i n  Beow ulf and 
i t s  A nalogues  (New York: E .P . D u tto n  & C o .,  I n c ~  197 1 ) .
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to  a l l .  He i s  o b v io u s ly  g eo b o ren  b e t e r a  (1 7 0 3 ) ,  a s  H ro th g a r  
o b s e r v e s ,  a man b o rn  f o r  t r u e  g r e a t n e s s .  The c o u r s e  o f  
B e o w u lf 's  l i f e  i s  l e s s  o f  h i s  own making th a n  one p r e o r ­
d a in e d  f o r  him by th e  same h ig h e r  power t h a t  endowed him 
w i th  h i s  g r e a t  s t r e n g t h .  H is p h y s i c a l  m ig h t ,  h i s  m'az.gen, 
s i n g l e s  him o u t  as  a man o f  d e s t i n y ,  and i t  i s  h i s  h ig h  
d e s t i n y ,  h i s  h e a h g e sc e a p  (3 0 8 4 ) ,  t h a t  Beowulf f o l lo w s  to  
th e  v e r y  end.
U n lik e  Heremod, who f a i l e d  to  l i v e  up to  h i s  mgagenes 
wynnum (1 7 1 6 ) ,  B eow ulf u t i l i z e s  h i s  power to  t h e  f u l l e s t  i n  
th e  s e r v i c e  o f  s o c i e t y .  The h e ro  i s  a lw ays c o n s c io u s  o f  h i s  
r o l e ,  t h e  r o l e  o f  e v e ry  w a r r i o r ,  as  th e  p r o t e c t o r  o f  n a t i o n s  
t y r a n n i z e d  by e x t e r n a l  e n e m ie s . The cham pion comes to  
H r o t h g a r 's  a i d  a g a i n s t  G re n d e l and e l i m i n a t e s  th e  u n e x p e c te d  
t h r e a t  p o sed  by th e  Dam i n  t h e  same h e r o i c  f a s h i o n  t h a t  he 
r i s e s  to  th e  d e fe n c e  o f  h i s  own p e o p le  a g a i n s t  th e  D ragon.
He a c t s  i n  o r d e r  to  p u rg e  th e  la n d s  o f  th e  c r e a t u r e s  t h a t  
p la g u e  them and so g a in s  th e  l a s t i n g  renown t h a t  i s  h i s  due. 
H is m o tiv e s  o f  a c t i o n  a r e  f i r m l y  e n t r e n c h e d  i n  th e  code o f
O
th e  Germ anic w o r ld  t h a t  he em bodies and e x e m p l i f i e s .  The 
h e r o ' s  c o n f id e n c e  i n  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  a c t  a s  t h e  cham pion o f  
h i s  s o c i e t y  and h i s  t h i r s t  f o r  g lo r y  a r e  to  be  r e g a r d e d  as 
p o s i t i v e  v i r t u e s  r a t h e r  th a n  as  f la w s  i n  h i s  c h a r a c t e r .  In  
an age  w here war i s  a way o f  l i f e ,  i t  i s  o n ly  by p h y s i c a l
g
As M orton B lo o m fie ld  o b s e r v e s ,  " M o t iv a t io n s  and r e a s o n s  
a r e  embedded i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  l e v e l  i t s e l f . "  See h i s  a r t i c l e ,  
" E p is o d ic  M o t iv a t io n  and M arve ls  i n  E p ic  and Rom ance," r p t .  
i n  E ssay s  and E x p l o r a t i o n s , p . 103.
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means that a stable society can be created and guarded, and
the desire for glory serves as a spur to worthy action.
Beowulf's own words are the purest utterance of the code
in light of which his deeds are to be commended:
Ure efcghwylc sceal ende gebidan
worolde lifes; wyrce se be mote
domes •ae.r deajpe; jp'e&t bio drihtguman
unlifgendum ckfter selest.
(1386-89)
[We must each come to the end of life in this world; 
let him who can do so win renown before death, for 
that is the finest thing left to a lifeless man.]
Heremod, who used his strength with arrogant disregard for
his people and his society, was hated and reviled for his
actions. Beowulf, who uses his might in the service of
society by restoring the peace and stability threatened by
the incursions of the monsters, is accorded the supreme
reward for an heroic life: lasting renoxvn that endures even
after death.
The monsters confronted by Beowulf are central to the 
narrative interests. In order to drive home the importance 
of Beowulf's actions, his adversaries are described with 
increasing emphasis on their terrifyingly superhuman--almost 
elemental--dimensions. Grendel is of the earth. He is the
Edward Irving highlights the significance of the desire 
for fame in his Introduction to Beowulf (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1 9 6 9 ). He observes: "Personal and in­
dividual as it is, this drive toward fame is also the 
structural basis of heroic society" (p. 21).
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notorious wanderer that stalks the moors, the maare mearcstapa 
(103). None of the Danish host can defeat this creature, and 
his ravages go on unchecked for twelve long years. His on­
slaughts are detailed in graphic terms: Grendel dismembers 
his unfortunate victims and eats them with grim enthusiasm, 
biting into muscles and drinking blood (739-45). This 
monster, invulnerable to weapons, is yet bravely faced by 
the hero, and his subjection of the Danes finally comes to 
an end. The Dam is not as powerful as her awful son, nor 
is she as bloodthirsty. Nevertheless, she is a thing of 
horror, se broga (1291), whose very appearance inspires 
paralyzing terror. She is the monstrous woman, the brimwyl[f] 
(1506), whose realm is the waters of the foul mere. The 
hero must track her to her underwater domain and fight her in 
unfamiliar surroundings. This encounter is a much more 
perilous one for Beowulf, and it is only with great difficulty 
that he triumphs once again. The final adversary, the awe­
some Dragon, is the most destructive and powerful one of all. 
He is the dread creature of air and fyre, fyre gefysed (2309), 
who destroys the countryside with wrathful flames. The hero, 
unlike the cowardly thanes who flee from the battlefield, 
fights against the Dragon with unfaltering courage and does 
not retreat from the confrontation even when mortally wounded. 
The manner in which Beowulf conducts himself in the very 
shadow of death is his greatest victory, and not even death 
itself can tarnish the hero's merit. Beowulf dies indeed 
at the height of his glory, after having slain the most
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fea rso m e  a d v e r s a r y  o f  a l l .
I t  i s  th ro u g h  t h e  b a t t l e s  t h a t  th e  h e r o i c  v a l u e s  a r e  
d e t a i l e d  and commemorated i n  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  h e r o . S equen­
t i a l l y  g r a d u a te d ,  t h e  t h r e e  c o n f l i c t s  fo rm  a p r o g r e s s i o n  
w here th e  m easu re  o f  th e  h e r o ’ s w o r th  i s  i n  d i r e c t  p r o p o r t i o n  
to  t h e  p h y s i c a l  power o f  t h e  a d v e r s a r y  d e f e a t e d  i n  c o m b a t.
The f i g h t s  d e p i c t  d i f f e r e n t  f a c e t s  o f  t h e  " i d e a l  o f  p e r s o n a l  
h e r o i s m " ^  w hich  in c lu d e s  a t t r i b u t e s  b o th  o f  body and mind: 
th e  f i r s t  e x a l t s  s t r e n g t h  o f  b o d y , th e  se co n d  e x a l t s  s t r e n g t h  
o f  s p i r i t ,  and th e  t h i r d  e x a l t s  b o th  i n  th e  m anner i n  w hich  
th e  cham pion f a c e s  d e a th .  The p o e t  a r t i s t i c a l l y  l i n k s  t o ­
g e t h e r  s e t t i n g ,  c h a r a c t e r ,  and  a c t i o n  to  fo rm  a  p e r f e c t l y
r e l a t e d  w hole b o m  o f  " th e  s o c i a l  d e s i r e  to  r e c a l l  and
11m e m o ria l iz e  a  h e r o . "  Edward I r v i n g  sums up th e  n a t u r e  o f
th e  n a r r a t i v e  w i th  s t r i k i n g  t r u t h  when he  rem a rk s  t h a t  to
" w r i t e  o f  th e  h e ro  i n  Beow ulf i s  t o  w r i t e  o f  e v e r y t h in g  i n
th e  poem, f o r  t h e r e  i s  n o th in g  t h a t  does n o t  s e r v e  i n  some
12se n s e  to  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t . "
The fo c u s  re m a in s  on th e  p h y s i c a l  n a t u r e  o f  th e  
b a t t l e s  and o f  t h e  a n t a g o n i s t s  s e e n  i n  a c t i o n .  As J .  R. R.
R. W. Cham bers, B eow ulf: An I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  th e  S tudy  o f  
th e  Poem w i th  a D i s c u s s io n  o f  t h e  S t o r i e s  o f  O ffa  and F i n n ,
3 rd  e d . ,  w i t h  a su p p lem en t by C. L. Wrenn (1950 ; r p t .  Cambridge 
Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 2 ) ,  p .  327.
■^Morton B lo o m f ie ld ,  i n  h i s  r e v ie w  o f  S isa m ’ s S t r u c t u r e  o f  
B e o w u lf , p .  279.
12Reading of Beowulf, p. 43.
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T o lk ie n  o b s e r v e s ,  t h e  " l a r g e  sym bolism  i s  n e a r  t h e  s u r f a c e ,
13b u t  i t  does n o t  b r e a k  th r o u g h ,  n o r  become a l l e g o r y . "  The 
e v i l  c o n f r o n te d  i s  a p h y s i c a l  t h r e a t  t o  s o c i e t y  w hich  m ust 
be  met and  d e s t r o y e d  on i t s  own te rm s .  The f i r s t  c o n f l i c t  
i s  p h y s i c a l  i n  t h e  s t r i c t e s t  s e n s e ,  m ig h t  a g a i n s t  m ig h t .  
B eow ulf g r i p s  G r e n d e l ' s  h an d  i n  h i s  f i r m  c l a s p  and  h o ld s  
f a s t .  The h e r o ’s t r u s t  i n  h i s  ma&gen s t a n d s  him  h e r e  i n  good 
s t e a d .  The m o n s t e r 's  s u p e r n a t u r a l  m ig h t i s  y e t  no m atch  f o r  
B e o w u lf ’s own f o r c e  and  pow er. Caught i n  t h e  c h a m p io n 's  
m ig h ty  h o l d ,  G r e n d e l ' s  f i n g e r s  c r a c k  u n d e r  t h e  s t r a i n .  H is 
s inew s t e a r  a p a r t ,  h i s  b o n es  b r e a k ,  and  h i s  e n t i r e  arm i s  
w renched  o f f  a t  t h e  s h o u ld e r .  The c r e a t u r e  u l t i m a t e l y  s l i n k s  
back  to  h i s  f e n  r e f u g e ,  b u t  he  l e a v e s  b e h in d  h i s  c law , h i s  
g ra p e  (8 3 6 ) ,  a s  v i s i b l e  to k e n  o f  t h e  m o r t a l  i n j u r y  s u f f e r e d  
a t  th e  h e r o ' s h a n d s .
The B e o w u lf-G re n d e l  f i g h t ,  t h e n ,  i s  l i t e r a l l y  a h an d -  
in - h a n d  s t r u g g l e  be tw een  two p h y s i c a l l y  p o w e r fu l  e n t i t i e s ,  
and  th e  s t r e s s  i s  on t h e  awesome e x t e n t  o f  t h e  ch a m p io n 's  
p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h .  In  t h e  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  t h e  Dam, how ever, 
th e  em phasis  i s  n o t  so much on B e o w u lf 's  p h y s i c a l  m ig h t as 
on t h e  power o f  h i s  in d o m i ta b le  w i l l .  The p o e t  makes e x p l i c i t  
t h a t  th e  Dam's p h y s i c a l  c a p a c i t y  i s  l e s s  th a n  t h a t  o f  G rende l 
f o r  she  i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  a woman (1 2 8 2 -8 7 ) .  Y et th e  second  
e n c o u n te r  r e q u i r e s  more o f  t h e  h e r o .  U n lik e  G re n d e l ,  t h e
13"B e o w u lf : The M o n s te rs  and th e  C r i t i c s , "  P ro c e e d in g s  o f  
t h e  B r i t i s h  Academy, XXII (1 9 3 6 ) ,  259.
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Dam does n o t  re m a in  on t h e  d e f e n s i v e .  She u s e s  weapons and 
f i g h t s  b ac k  w i th  f o r c e f u l  v ig o u r .  The b a t t l e  i t s e l f  i s  
a rd u o u s ,  and  Beow ulf i s  s t r a i n e d  to  th e  u tm o s t .  So f i e r c e  
and  l e n g th y  i s  t h i s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  t h a t  a t  one p o i n t  th e  
cham pion s tu m b le s  w i th  w e a r in e s s  and  f a l l s  to  th e  g ro u n d .
I t  i s  th e  Dam who now h as  th e  d o m in a t in g  p o s i t i o n  i n  th e  
s t r u g g l e ,  and sh e  does  n o t  h e s i t a t e  to  u s e  h e r  a d v a n ta g e .
Her d e a t h - d e a l i n g  t h r u s t ,  how ever, i s  f o r t u n a t e l y  d e f l e c t e d  
by th e  h e r o ' s  s t u r d y  c o r s e l e t ,  and  d i s a s t e r  i s  a v e r t e d .  
R e fu s in g  to  a c c e p t  d e f e a t  i n  tame s u r r e n d e r ,  Beowulf f o r c e s  
h im s e l f  b ac k  upon h i s  f e e t  and resum es t h e  f i g h t .  The a c t i o n  
makes v e r y  c l e a r  in d e e d  t h a t  t h e  h e r o ' s  m a tc h le s s  msegen i s  
h e r e  n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  i n  i t s e l f  to  e n s u re  th e  v i c t o r y .  I t  i s  
B e o w u lf 's  r e s o l u t e n e s s  o f  w i l l ,  w h ich  does n o t  f a l t e r  even  
a t  t h e  d a r k e s t  moment, t h a t  o b v io u s ly  c a r r i e s  him th ro u g h  
to  t h e  u l t i m a t e  t r iu m p h .
The r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h i s  com bat, m o reo v e r ,  i s  d e c id e d  
by a h ig h e r  pow er, a s  t h e  p o e t  i n t e r r u p t s  t h e  a c t i o n  to  
e x p l a in :
. . . w i t i g  D r ih te n ,  
r o d e r a  R-aa-dend h i t  on r y h t  g e s c e d
ycS elice , s y ^ a n  he e f t  a s  to d .
(1554-56)
[ I t  was e a sy  f o r  t h e  W ise L o rd , R u le r  o f  th e  H eavens, 
to  d e c id e  t h i s  m a t t e r  a c c o r d in g  to  j u s t i c e ,  when 
Beowulf h ad  r i s e n  a g a in  to  h i s  f e e t . ]
The outcom e i s  d e te rm in e d  on r y h t  a c c o r d in g  to  th e  im m edia te
s i t u a t i o n .  Once Beow ulf i s  gam ely on h i s  f e e t  a g a in ,  he
c l e a r l y  d e s e rv e s  to  w in , and  d o e s .  The a c t i o n  i s  in d e e d
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p e r f e c t l y  c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  th e  h e r o i c  to n e  o f  th e  e p i c .  A 
d i v in e  p o w e r ^  i n t e r v e n e s ,  a l b e i t  i n d i r e c t l y ,  on b e h a l f  o f  
t h e  h e ro  a t  a t im e  o f  d i r e  s t r e s s ,  a f t e r  th e  champion p ro v e s  
h i s  w o r th  th ro u g h  h i s  own c o n d u c t . I f  B eow ulf had  d e s p a i r e d  
o f  v i c t o r y  and  r e s i g n e d  h i m s e l f  t o  th e  se e m in g ly  i n e v i t a b l e ,  
as  th e  p o e t  makes e x p l i c i t ,  t r iu m p h  i n  b a t t l e  w ould  h av e  b een  
d e n ie d .  The c o n f l i c t  s u b s e q u e n t ly  comes to  a speedy  c l o s e .  
B e o w u lf 's  ey es  l i g h t  on a  sw ord , an  e a ld s w e o rd  e o t e n i s c  (1558) 
to o  huge and heavy  f o r  u se  by any o t h e r  man. The cham pion, 
m arked o u t  by h i s  f a t e , h a s  no d i f f i c u l t y  i n  d raw ing  t h i s  
m ig h ty  weapon from  i t s  f a s t e n i n g s .  D e s p i te  h i s  f a t i g u e ,  
Beow ulf w ie ld s  th e  a n c i e n t  a r t i f a c t  w i th  k i l l i n g  s t r e n g t h .
At h i s  v e ry  f i r s t  s t r o k e ,  th e  sword s l i c e s  c l e a n l y  th ro u g h  
th e  bones o f  h i s  a d v e r s a r y 's  n e c k ,  and  th e  Dam i s  s l a i n .
A g a in s t  t h e  D ragon , how ever, n e i t h e r  s t r e n g t h  n o r  
r e s o l u t i o n  can p r e v a i l .  In  t h i s  f i n a l  c o n f l i c t ,  th e  outcome 
i s  in d e e d  n e v e r  i n  d o u b t .  The n a r r a t i v e  makes c l e a r  from  
th e  s t a r t  t h a t  b o th  B eow ulf and th e  D ragon a r e  to  d ie  i n  
combat i n  a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  t h e  d e c re e s  o f  D e s t in y  (2 3 4 1 -4 4 ) .  
Though aw are t h a t  h i s  end  i s  n i g h ,  t h e  n o b le  w a r r i o r  f a c e s  
h i s  a n t a g o n i s t  w i th  u n d im in is h e d  v a l o u r .  S t e a d f a s t  and 
u n f l i n c h i n g  to  th e  v e r y  l a s t ,  Beow ulf re m a in s  ex em p la ry  i n
vJi l l i a m  W hallon  a rg u e s  a g a i n s t  th e  common e d i t o r i a l  
te n d e n cy  to  e q u a te  th e  OE word god w i th  th e  C h r i s t i a n  D e i ty  
i n  "The I d e a  o f  God i n  B e o w u lf ,*~PMLA, LXXX (1 9 6 5 ) ,  1 9 -2 8 .
As W hallon  p o i n t s  o u t ,  "many o f  th e  m ost common OE names o f  
god . . . r e f e r  t o  s i m i l a r  f o r c e s  i n  ON l e g e n d , "  and th e y  
s h o u ld  n o t  be  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  th e  C h r i s t i a n  i d e a  o f  God (p .  1 9 ) .
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h i s  c o n d u c t . Though i n  o b v io u s  d i f f i c u l t i e s  th ro u g h o u t  
th e  b a t t l e ,  th e  h e r o  n e v e r  f a l t e r s  o r  r e t r e a t s .  Even when 
m o r t a l l y  wounded, he  p r e s s e s  on w i th  t r u e  h e r o i c  c o u ra g e .  
Beow ulf i s  a id e d  i n  t h i s  s t r u g g l e  by h i s  k insm an  W i g l a f , who 
s t r i k e s  th e  Dragon so  t h a t  h i s  s c o r c h in g  f lam e s  a b a t e .  
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i t  i s  t h e  c h a m p io n 's  hand  t h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  
i n f l i c t s  t h e  d e a th -b lo w  to  th e  m o n s te r ,  and  th e  h o n o u rs  o f  
th e  v i c t o r y  a r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  a c c o r d e d  to  Beow ulf b o th  by 
W ig la f  and th e  p o e t .  As W ig la f  sa y s  i n  h i s  e u lo g y ,  Beow ulf 
l i v e s  and d i e s  i n  a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  h i s  g r e a t  d e s t i n y :  H eold  on 
h e a h g e sc ea p  (3 0 8 4 ) .
Beow ulf in d e e d  s in g s  i n  s w e l l i n g  l i n e s  o f  a  m igh ty
h e ro  and h i s  m ig h ty  d e e d s .  J u s t  as each  c o n f l i c t  demands
more o f  th e  cham pion, so h i s  g l o r y  i n c r e a s e s  w i th  each
s u c c e s s iv e  f i g h t .  T h ere  i s ,  how ever, no r e a l  change i n
th e  n a t u r e  o r  c h a r a c t e r  o f  B eow ulf. What we f i n d  i s  b u t  a
d e e p e n in g  and s t r e n g t h e n i n g  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  h e r o i c
a t t r i b u t e s .  T o lk ie n  m is ta k e s  t h e  i s s u e  when he  rem ark s  t h a t
Beow ulf g iv e s  us "a  c o n t r a s t e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  two g r e a t
moments in  a  g r e a t  l i f e ,  r i s i n g  and  s e t t i n g ;  an e l a b o r a t i o n
o f  th e  a n c i e n t  and i n t e n s e l y  moving c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  y o u th
15and a g e ,  f i r s t  a c h iev e m e n t and  f i n a l  d e a t h . "  A cc o rd in g  to  
T o lk ie n ,  th e  h e r o ' s  y o u t h f u l  v ig o u r  and e n th u s ia s m  a r e  e v i d e n t  
i n  h i s  e a r l y  com bats b u t ,  o ld  and  e n f e e b le d  i n  h i s  s t r u g g l e
^ " M o n s t e r s  and th e  C r i t i c s , "  p .  271.
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a g a i n s t  t h e  D ragon, Beow ulf d i e s .  The t e x t  i t s e l f ,  how ever, 
g iv e s  no i n d i c a t i o n  o f  such  a c o n t r a s t  i n  th e  f i g u r e  o f  th e  
h e r o .  The renow ned w a r r i o r  i s  s t i l l  i n  f u l l  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  
h i s  m g ag en s tren g o  (2 6 7 8 ) ,  and so p o w e r fu l  a r e  h i s  blow s t h a t  
h i s  weapon s h a t t e r s ,  a s  a lw a y s ,  w i th  t h e  f o r c e  o f  h i s  t h r u s t s  
(2 6 6 9 -8 7 ) .  M oreover, Beowulf i s  a s  f i r m  and s t o u t h e a r t e d  i n  
t h i s  b a t t l e ,  a s  s t i$ m o d  (2 5 6 7 ) ,  a s  he h as  a lw ays b ee n . T here  
i s  in d e e d  no a l t e r a t i o n  i n  th e  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  s t r e n g t h  o r  t h e  
tem per o f  h i s  s p i r i t .
Nor i s  t h e r e  any c o n t r a s t  i n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  h e r o ' s  
a c h ie v e m e n ts .  As th e  n a r r a t i v e  makes c l e a r ,  t h e  s l a y i n g  o f  
th e  Dragon i s  B e o w u lf 's  f i n a l  t r iu m p h ,  t h e  l a s t  o f  h i s  g r e a t  
d e e d s :
p & t  \>am jpeodne waes 
s i o a s [ t ]  s i g e h w i l e  s y l f e s  dae-dum, 
w o r ld e  g e w e o rc e s .
(2709-11)
[F o r  t h e  p r i n c e ,  t h i s  was t h e  l a s t  t im e  t h a t  he 
w ould w in  v i c t o r y  by h i s  own d e e d s ,  th e  l a s t  o f  
h i s  g r e a t  a c t s  i n  t h i s  w o r l d . ]
Beowulf su c c e e d s  i n  overcom ing  th e  m o n s te r  and , tho u g h  he
d i e s ,  th e  v i c t o r y  i s  n o t  l e s s e n e d  n o r  h i s  g l o r y  t a r n i s h e d .
We c a n n o t  a g r e e  w i th  T o l k i e n 's  o b s e r v a t i o n  on th e  n a t u r e  o f
th e  f i n a l  c o n f l i c t :  " D e fe a t  i s  t h e  them e. Triumph o v e r  th e
fo e s  o f  m a n 's  p r e c a r i o u s  f o r t r e s s s  i s  o v e r ,  and we a p p ro ac h
s lo w ly  and r e l u c t a n t l y  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  v i c t o r y  o f  d e a th .
■ ^"M onsters  and t h e  C r i t i c s , "  p .  274.
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The poet leaves us in no doubt that Beowulf gains not only 
the victory in this battle but the enduring renown that all 
men strive for and seek to obtain. The poem itself is the
exultant assertion of the fact that the hero has transcended
mortality and is triumphant even over death. The tone of 
the narrative is indeed much closer to that of The Battle of 
Haldon than that of The Wanderer. Beowulf is not so much 
"an heroic-elegiac poem"^ mourning the defeat of a great 
hero and the transience of all life in this world as it is 
an heroic-celebraic poem commemorating the immortalizing the 
heroic ideal exemplified in the figure of the protagonist.
W. P. Ker gives us an even more obvious misreading of
the text than Tolkien. Ker regards the poem as "defective
1 O
from the first in respect of plot." He remarks: "The princ­
ipal actions in Beowulf are curiously trivial, taken by them­
selves. . . .  In the killing of a monster like Grendel, or in 
the killing of a dragon, there is nothing particularly inter­
esting; no complication to make it a fit subject for epic."^
■^"Monsters and the Critics," p. 275.
18Epic and Romance, p. 165.
19Epic and Romance, p. 165. Ker observes that "the plot in 
itselr has no very great poetical value; as compared with the 
tragic themes of the Nibelung legend, with the tale of Finnes- 
burgh, or even with the historical seriousness of the Maidon 
poem, it lacks weight." He feels that Beowulf incorporates 
the stuff of "old wives' tales" and therefore lacks true 
"epic dignity."
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T o l k i e n ’s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  B eow ulf a t t e m p ts  to  draw o u t  
th e  e p i c  d i g n i t y  and  im p o r ta n c e  d e n ie d  t h e  poem by  v iew s l i k e  
th o s e  o f  K er. T o lk ie n  s u c c e e d s  i n  d r i v i n g  home th e  f a c t s  
t h a t  th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  a r e  to  be ta k e n  s e r i o u s l y  i n  them ­
s e l v e s  and t h a t  th e y  a r e  c e n t r a l  to  th e  p o e t i c  i n t e r e s t s .
H is  r e a d i n g  o f  th e  t e x t ,  h o w ev e r, f a i l s  to  b r i n g  f o r t h  t h e  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  a l l  t h r e e  b a t t l e s  a s  a  means o f  h i g h l i g h t i n g  
th e  h e r o i c  v a l u e s .  The i d e a l  p r e s e n t e d  i n  th e  poem i s  one 
t h a t  p e r t a i n s  d i r e c t l y  to  th e  h e r o i c  a g e ,  and  i t  i s  s e t  f o r t h  
th ro u g h  s i t u a t i o n s  to  w h ich  th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  a u d ie n c e  c o u ld  
r e l a t e .  F o r  th e  A ng lo -S axon  p e o p le ,  th e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  and 
p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  s t a b i l i t y  was an e v e r - p r e s e n t  c o n c e rn ,  
and th e  h e r o - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t s  a r e  d e p i c t e d  as  w ars  w i t h i n  
t h e  w o r ld  w i th  t h e  f a t e  o f  s o c i e t y  i t s e l f  t r e m b l in g  i n  
b a l a n c e .  As D oro thy  W h ite lo c k  o b s e r v e s :  " I t  i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r y  
to  g iv e  m y th o lo g ic a l  o r  a l l e g o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  to  t h e  
m o n s te r s  b e f o r e  th e  c e n t r a l  theme can  a c h ie v e  d i g n i t y  . . . 
th e  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  r e s c u e  o f  a  p e o p le  from  th e  r a v a g e s  o f
m o n s te r s  w ou ld  seem no l e s s  w o rth y  o f  s e r i o u s  t r e a t m e n t  th a n
20t h a t  o f  i t s  d e l i v e r y  from  a  h o s t i l e  a rm y ."
I t  i s  in d e e d  th ro u g h  th e  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  m o n s te r s  as  
p h y s i c a l l y  p o w e r fu l  c r e a t u r e s  o p e r a t i n g  w i t h i n  th e  w o r ld  
t h a t  th e  n a t u r e  o f  B e o w u lf 's  h e r o is m  can be b e s t  u n d e r s to o d .  
We may to d a y  no lo n g e r  b e l i e v e  i n  t h e  a c t u a l  e x i s t e n c e  o f
20 The A udience  o f  B eow ulf (O x fo rd : C la ren d o n  P r e s s ,  195 1 ) , 
p .  .76“
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s u p e r n a t u r a l  e n t i t i e s  such  as  g i a n t s  and d ra g o n s ,  b u t  we m ust 
r e f r a i n  from  im p o s in g  o u r  own b e l i e f s - - o r  n o n - b e l i e f s —upon 
a n a r r a t i v e  w r i t t e n  d u r in g  an e a r l i e r  a g e . "A lth o u g h  Beow ulf
and h i s  e x p l o i t s  a r e  c l e a r l y  f i c t i o n a l , "  as B lo o m f ie ld  p o i n t s
21o u t ,  " i t  i s  by no means c l e a r  t h a t  th e  p o e t  th o u g h t  s o . "
Much o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  e f f e c t  i s  l o s t ,  and  i t s  e s s e n t i a l  m essage 
o b s c u re d ,  i f  we r e g a r d  th e  f i g u r e s  in v o lv e d  i n  th e  a c t i o n  as 
m e re ly  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s  by w hich  th e  p o e t  conveys h i s  own 
p e r s o n a l  i d e a  o r  v i s i o n  to  t h e  w o r ld .
A c l o s e r  lo o k  a t  th e  m o n s te r s  makes e v i d e n t  t h a t  th e y  
a r e  p r e s e n t e d  a s  th e y  a r e  to  b e  v iew ed , as  p h y s i c a l  f o e s  and 
th e  enem ies o f  human s o c i e t y .  Each o f  th e  m o n s te r s  i s  d e l i n ­
e a t e d  w i th  em p h as is  on i t s  c o r p o r e a l  n a t u r e ;  ea ch  h a s  a 
d i s t i n c t  and i n d i v i d u a l  p e r s o n a l i t y  o f  i t s  own i n  k e e p in g  w i th  
th e  a c t i o n  i n  w h ich  i t  t a k e s  p a r t ;  and , m ost i m p o r t a n t l y ,  each  
i s  t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y  by  th e  h e r o  and th e  p o e t  a s  a  d e s t r u c t i v e  
f o r c e  w o rk in g  a g a i n s t  human s o c i e t y .  The m anner i n  w h ich  th e  
c r e a t u r e s  a r e  t r e a t e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  le n d s  c re d e n c e  to  
W h i t e l o c k 's  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t  th e  " a v e ra g e  man [among th e
a u d ie n c e  o f  B eow ulf] w ould  b e l i e v e  i n  th e  m o n s te r s ,  i n  th e
22c r e a t u r e s  o f  e v i l  l u r k i n g  i n  th e  w a s te la n d s  ro u n d  h im ."
However, th e  i s s u e  r e g a r d i n g  co n tem p o ra ry  b e l i e f  i n  th e  
p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f  m o n s te r s  c a n n o t  be  r e s o l v e d  w i th  any
O 1
Review o f  S is a m 's  S t r u c t u r e  o f  B e o w u lf , p .  279.
9 9
Audience of Beowulf, p. 76.
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degree of certainty, for the evidence remains shrouded in
23the mists of antiquity. All we may deduce is that the
23The question of belief in the monsters is not an irrele­
vant digression but rather an issue extremely pertinent to 
our present concern. As Bloomfield remarks: "We must know 
what a poem meant [to a contemporary audience] before we can 
fully know what it means" (review of The Structure of Beowulf, 
p. 278). It is, however, difficult to settle the issue with 
certainty. Dorothy Whitelock refers to the work of the 
English Place-Name Society which "has in late years made it 
clear how deep-seated and widespread was the belief in goblins 
and ogres who haunted remote places" (The Audience of Beowulf, 
pp. 71-72). She notes that a name applied to Grendel in the 
poem, Vyrs, occurs in place-names in many and diversely situ­
ated areas. Again, R. W. Chambers records the name of Grendel 
as appearing in legal grants of land listed in the Anglo-Saxon 
Charters from A. D. 708 right until A. D. 792, in which 
"Grendel's Pit" and "Grendel's Mere" figure as accepted and 
sufficient terms to mark off boundaries (Beowulf: An Introduc­
tion , pp. 304-307). But it cannot be determined when exactly 
these names were first given or how literally they would have 
been regarded as denoting the lairs of physical monsters.
All we may infer is that creatures like the Grendels would 
have been believed in to some extent, much in the same fashion 
that we today believe in the existence of ghosts or haunted 
houses.
Interestingly enough, the Christian allusions remain 
localized in the Grendel episodes. The monsters are seen in 
the narrative as living denizens of the earth but not part 
of God's own creation; they are explicitly described as 
descendents of Cain, the first shedder of human blood, from 
whom were spawned all evil creatures like the Grendels, all 
the eotenas, ylfe, orcneas and gigantas that warred against 
God (112-114). Dorothy Whitelock speculates: "Perhaps the 
strongest evidence of all for the belief in the monsters is 
that it was found necessary to fit them into a Christian 
universe. If poet and audience had thought of Grendel and 
his kind as figments of the imagination, the poet would not 
have gone to such trouble to explain their descent" (p. 72). 
Indeed, the Christian dimension in no way alters the essential 
function of these creatures in the narrative as hostile figures 
that induce disorder in the social peace of the sixth century 
Germanic world of the poem.
Once the Dragon appears on the scene, however, references 
to God and Providence fade from the narrative as Fate explicitly 
gathers up control of human affairs and human destiny. The
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c r e a t u r e s  w ere  b e l i e v e d  i n  to  an e x t e n t  and t h a t  th e y  were 
n o t  sum m arily  d i s m is s e d  as  m e re ly  f a b u lo u s  c r e a t i o n s  o f  th e  
p o e t i c  im a g in a t io n .  T here  i s  in d e e d  n o th in g  i n  th e  t e x t  o f  
Beow ulf t h a t  n e g a t e s  t h i s  c a u t io u s  c o n j e c t u r e  and much to  
s u p p o r t  i t .
F o r  th e  f a c t  r e m a in s : th e  B eow ulf- p o e t  u se s  th e  a r c h e ­
t y p a l  m o t i f  o f  th e  p o w e r - s t r u g g l e  b e tw een  h e ro  and m o n s te r  
n o t  once b u t  t h r e e  t im e s  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .  I n  ea ch  c a s e ,  
th e  h e r o ' s  w o r th  i s  l i n k e d  d i r e c t l y  to  th e  p h y s i c a l  power 
and f o r c e  o f  th e  a d v e r s a r y  s l a i n  i n  com bat, and  i n  each  c a s e
Dragon i s  a c c e p te d  a s  p a r t  o f  th e  n a t u r a l ,  p r e - e x i s t i n g  o r d e r ,  
and t h e r e  i s  no a t t e m p t  to  e x p l a i n  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  i n  th e  
C h r i s t i a n  scheme o f  n a t u r e .  I n d e e d ,  i n  th e  Anglo Saxon Chron­
i c l e s  , t r a n s l a t e d  by  G. N. Garmonsway (London: J .M . Dent &
Sons L t d . , 1 9 5 3 ) ,  a s  l a t e  as  t h e  e n t r y  f o r  th e  y e a r  A. D. 793 
(p p . 54 , 5 6 ) ,  d rag o n s  a r e  r e c o r d e d  as  f l y i n g  i n  th e  a i r ,  
ominous h e r a l d s  o f  d i s a s t e r :
793: In  t h i s  y e a r  t e r r i b l e  p o r t e n t s  a p p e a re d  i n  N o r th ­
u m b r ia ,  and  m is e r a b ly  f r i g h t e n e d  th e  i n h a b i t a n t s :  th e s e  
w ere  e x c e p t i o n a l  f l a s h e s  o f  l i g h t n i n g ,  and f i e r y  d rag o n s  
w ere  s e e n  f l y i n g  i n  th e  a i r ,  and  soon fo l lo w e d  a  g r e a t  
fa m in e ,  and a f t e r  t h a t  i n  t h e  same y e a r  th e  h a r r y i n g  o f  
th e  h e a th e n  m is e r a b ly  d e s t r o y e d  G od 's  ch u rch  i n  L i n d i s -  
f a m e  by r a p i n e  and s l a u g h t e r .
I t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o te  t h a t  d rag o n s  a r e  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n  th e  
e n t r y ,  w i th o u t  e x p l a n a t i o n  o r  d e t a i l ,  a s  h e r a l d i n g  e v e n ts  o f  
n a t i o n a l  im p o r ta n c e .  M oreover, th e y  a r e  l i n k e d  to  d i s t i n c t  
o c c u r r e n c e s  o f  s o c i a l  d i s a s t e r  i n  t h e  w o r ld ,  b o th  t e r r i b l e  
and  t a n g i b l e  i n  e f f e c t .  I t  i s  i n  th e  same manner and  to  th e  
same e f f e c t ,  though  w i th  g r e a t e r  and more d i r e c t  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  
t h a t  th e  Dragon i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  B e o w u lf . Though th e  e n t r y  i n  
th e  A nglo-Saxon  C h r o n i c l e s , i s  a g a in  n o t  enough i n  i t s e l f  to  
p ro v e  t h a t  a l l  men o f  t h a t  tim e  b e l i e v e d  i n  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  
d r a g o n s , t h e  c a s u a l  y e t  s p e c i f i c  i n c l u s i o n  o f  them i n  an 
h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o r d  o f  l a t e  d a te  does i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e i r  p h y s i ­
c a l  r e a l i t y  was s t i l l  b e l i e v e d  i n  to  an e x t e n t ,  and t h a t  t h e i r  
a p p e a ra n c e  even  th e n  was n o t  l i g h t h e a r t e d l y  d is m is s e d  as  b e in g  
i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l .
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th e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  o r d e r  re m a in s  t h e  p i v o t a l  c o n c e rn .  
B eow ulf, t h e  d e f e n d e r  o f  s o c i e t y ,  f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  t h e s e  d i s ­
r u p t i v e  and  d e s t r u c t i v e  c r e a t u r e s , and  i t  i s  t h e  g r a t e f u l  
and a d m ir in g  s o c i e t y  w hich  b e s to w s  upon him  th e  u l t i m a t e  
re w a rd  f o r ' s u c h  h e r o i c  a c t i o n s .  M oreover, th o u g h  t h e  m o n s te r s  
a r e  c l e a r l y  e v i l  c r e a t u r e s ,  t h e i r  e v i l  n a t u r e s  a r e  b r o u g h t  o u t  
th ro u g h  t h e i r  u n la w fu l  a c t i v i t i e s  a s  a f f e c t i n g  t h e  s o c i e t a l  
i n t e r e s t s .  They a r e  th e  enem ies o f  hum ankind w hich  m ust be  
overcome by p h y s i c a l  means th ro u g h  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  and , w i th  
t h e i r  d e a th s ,  th e  la n d s  a r e  p u rg e d  o f  th e  t e r r o r s  t h a t  p la g u e  
them. F u r th e rm o re ,  Beow ulf i s  a lw ays h e l d  up a s  th e  i d e a l ,  
as  th e  man w o rth y  o f  e m u la t io n .  I t  i s  i n  h i s  f i g u r e  t h a t  th e  
h e r o i c  v a lu e s  a r e  em bodied and  th ro u g h  h i s  a c t i o n s  t h a t  th e  
h e r o i c  i d e a l  i s  commemorated.
T h is  may a p p e a r  a n e e d l e s s  r e p e t i t i o n  o f  s a l i e n t  f a c t s ,  
b u t  t h e s e  t r u t h s  n e e d  to  be  r e i t e r a t e d  and em p h as ized  f o r  th e y  
a r e  so o f t e n  ig n o r e d  o r  o v e r lo o k e d .  The m ethods and  t o o l s  
em ployed by modern c r i t i c s  a t  t im e s  y i e l d  unhappy r e s u l t s  w hich  
c o m p le te ly  p e r v e r t  t h e  e p i c  c o n c e r n s . A c a s e  i n  p o i n t  i s  John  
L e y e r l e ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  B eow ulf as  a s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l  co n ­
dem nation  o f  i n d i v i d u a l i s m .  L e y e r l e  a rg u e s  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  
p r e s e n t s  th ro u g h  th e  f i g u r e  o f  B eow ulf " th e  f a t a l  c o n t r a d i c ­
t i o n "  b e tw een  t h e  r o l e s  o f  h e ro  and k in g  w hich  l i e s  " a t  th e
0 /
c o re  o f  h e r o i c  s o c i e t y . "  L e y e r l e  f i n d s  i t  e x t re m e ly
^"Beowulf the Hero and the King," M / E  , XXXIV (1965),
89.
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s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t  B e o w u lf 's  p h y s i c a l  a b i l i t y  a p p e a r s  to  d e ­
c l i n e  i n  t h e  s u c c e s s i v e  b a t t l e s ,  and he r e g a r d s  t h i s  as  
r e f l e c t i n g  d i r e c t l y  on t h e  p h y s i c a l  power o f  th e  a d v e r s a r i e s
"whose f o r c e  i n c r e a s e s  as  t h e i r  r e a s o n s  f o r  f i g h t i n g  become
25b e t t e r  j u s t i f i e d . "  A cc o rd in g  to  L e y e r l e ,  t h e n ,  t h e  B eow ulf-
G ren d e l f i g h t  i s  a  c o n f l i c t  b e tw een  " h e r o i c  g o o d n e ss"  and
26" d e v i l i s h  e v i l , "  and  so t h e  m o n s te r  i s  overw helm ed w i th
r e l a t i v e  e a s e  by t h e  h e r o .  The Dam, how ever, a c t s  u n d e r  t h e
m o ra l  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  re v e n g e  t h e  d e a th  o f  h e r  so n , and  i s
t h e r e f o r e  an  a n t a g o n i s t  much more d i f f i c u l t  t o  overcom e. The
Dragon h a s  even  m ore j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s  th a n  th e
Dam, f o r  he  s im p ly  " d e s t r o y s  p r o p e r t y  as  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  t h e
27t h e f t  o f  p r o p e r t y ; "  th e  c r e a t u r e  th u s  f u n c t i o n s  a s  an  a g e n t  
o f  f a t e  and d e s e r v e d ly  k i l l s  Beow ulf i n  b a t t l e .  B as ing  
h i s  a n a l y s i s  on th e  m o t iv e s  o f  t h e  m o n s te r s ,  L e y e r le  
r e g a r d s  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as  e x p l i c a t i n g  th e  i d e a  t h a t  p e r s o n a l  
a m b i t io n  and p r i d e ,  a p p r o p r i a t e  i n  a  h e r o ,  a r e  y e t  c u l p a b le  
i n  a k in g  whose m ain  c o n c e rn  sh o u ld  be th e  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  
h i s  p e o p le .  B e o w u lf 's  i n a b i l i t y  to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  
o b l i g a t i o n s  o f  k i n g s h i p ,  i n  L e y e r l e ' s  v iew , i s  r e f l e c t e d  
i n  h i s  t o t a l l y  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  b e h a v io u r  i n  c h a l l e n g in g  th e  
D ragon. The h e r o ' s  r a s h n e s s  l e a d s  to  h i s  u n t im e ly
^ " B e o w u l f  th e  Hero and  th e  K in g ,"  p . 89.
^ " B e o w u l f  t h e  Hero and th e  K in g ,"  p . 90.
^ " B e o w u l f  t h e  Hero and t h e  K in g ,"  p . 91.
d e a th ,  and  h i s  p e o p le  a r e  th u s  l e f t  h e l p l e s s  a g a i n s t  a n n i h i -  
l a t i o n  from  th e  f a c e  o f  t h e  e a r t h  by a Sw edish  army.
W ith in  th e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  B e o w u lf , h o w ev er, t h e  m o n s te rs  
a r e  n e v e r  se en  as  " j u s t i f i e d ” in  t h e i r  a c t i o n s .  The im por­
ta n c e  a t t r i b u t e d  by  L e y e r l e  to  t h e  c r e a t u r e s  and t h e i r  
a p p a re n t  m o tiv e s  o f  a c t i o n ,  m o reo v e r ,  f a r  ex c e e d s  t h e i r  
a c t u a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  t h e  t e x t .  G re n d e l i s  in d e e d  n o t  so 
much a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  " d e v i l i s h  e v i l "  as  he  i s  t h e  sc o u rg e  
o f  s o c i e t y  i n  l i t e r a l  t e r m s . D escended from  C a in , G re n d e l 
h as  th e  same e v i l  i n  h i s  n a t u r e  t h a t  p rom pted  Cain  t o  d e s t r o y  
th e  e x i s t i n g  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  and  k i l l  h i s  own b r o t h e r .  The 
m o n s te r  i s  d e p i c t e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  as  a t r a n s g r e s s o r  a g a i n s t
th e  e x i s t i n g  s o c i a l  and  l e g a l  c o d e ,  as  W il l ia m  Chaney p o i n t s
28o u t ,  and t h i s  v iew  i s  g r e a t l y  e x te n d e d  i n  th e  poem.
G r e n d e l 's  a c t i o n s  a r e  r e c o r d e d  a s  c o n s t i t u t i n g  a d e l i b e r a t e  
p e r v e r s i o n  o f  th e  p r e v a i l i n g  human o r d e r .  He i s  a hearm sca|>a 
(766) , a  p e r n i c i o u s  enemy. F or to o  many y e a r s  h a s  he waged 
war a g a i n s t  H ro th g a r  and  th e  D an ish  p e o p le .  He r e f u s e s  to  
make p e a c e  w i th  them , o r  even  to  com pensa te  them f o r  h i s  
m urderous deeds ( 1 5 4 - 5 8 ) .  G r e n d e l ' s  m o tiv e s  f o r  h i s  lo n g -  
l a s t i n g  f e u d  w i th  t h e  Danes rem a in  unknown, and h i s  f e r o c i o u s  
r a g e  a g a i n s t  human b e in g s  seems to  be  s im p ly  an a s p e c t  o f  h i s  
w arped  n a t u r e .  E x c lu d e d  from  human s o c i e t y ,  he  a p p e a r s  to  
ta k e  p l e a s u r e  i n  a t t a c k i n g  and  h u m i l i a t i n g  i t .
^ " G r e n d e l  and th e  G i f s t o l :  A L e g a l  View o f  t h e  M o n s te r s ,"  
PMLA, LXXVII (1 9 6 2 ) ,  513 -2 0 .
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The Dam's m o tiv e  f o r  a c t i o n ,  how ever, i s  made e v i d e n t  
from  th e  s t a r t .  The v e ry  f i r s t  m e n tio n  o f  G r e n d e l ' s  m o n s tro u s  
m o th e r  i s  a s  a  w recend  (1 2 5 6 ) ,  an  a v e n g e r ,  who s e e k s  ven g ean ce  
f o r  t h e  d e a th  o f  h e r  so n .  W ith in  th e  code o f  t h e  h e r o i c  w o r ld ,  
th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  b l o o d - k in  was in d e e d  o f  g r e a t  s i g n i ­
f i c a n c e ,  and re v e n g e  f o r  th e  s l a y i n g  o f  a  k insm an  was r e g a r d e d  
as  a  s a c r e d  d u ty .  In  c e r t a i n  c a s e s ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  b in d in g  
code o f  r e v e n g e  c o u ld  n o t  o p e r a t e . F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  when th e  
d e a t h - s e n t e n c e  i s  m eted  o u t  f o r  u n la w fu l  a c t i v i t i e s  o f  an 
a n t i - s o c i a l  n a t u r e ,  r e t a l i a t i o n  becomes i n  i t s e l f  u n la w fu l  
and u n j u s t i f i e d .  As th e  n a r r a t i v e  e x p l i c a t e s ,  a f a t h e r  may 
mourn f o r  h i s  o n ly  son  h an g ed  on th e  g a l l o w s , and h i s  g r i e f  
may re m a in  u n a s su a g e d  w i th  th e  p a s s i n g  o f  t im e ,  b u t  h e  c a n n o t  
a c t  i n  r e p r i s a l  ( 2 4 4 4 -6 2 ) .  G re n d e l  i s  a h e a rm sc a ^ a (766) whose 
d e a th  i s  e f f e c t e d  as  a p r o t e c t i v e  m easu re  a g a i n s t  c r u e l  p e r s e ­
c u t i o n ,  g e n e re d  w i3 ni<5e (827) , and  h e  ca n n o t  be  av en g ed . In  
t a k in g  r e v e n g e ,  th e  Dam p ro v e s  h e r s e l f  a w ick ed  r a v a g e r  and 
th e  fo e  o f  hum ankind , mansca&a manna cynnes (7 1 2 ) .  She i s  
r e g a r d e d  in d e e d  a s  a  c r i m i n a l , an  enemy who in d u lg e s  i n  w ick ed  
and h o s t i l e  a c t s .  J u s t  b e f o r e  th e  Dam i s  i n t r o d u c e d  i n t o  th e  
a c t i o n ,  m o re o v e r ,  t h e  p o e t  r e c a p i t u l a t e s  th e  b lo o d y  deeds  o f  
G re n d e l and denounces h i s  r a v a g e s  a s  u n r i h t  (1 2 5 4 ) .  And s t i l l , 
th e  p o e t  goes  on to  comment, h i s  m o th e r  w ish e s  to  r e v e n g e  him  
and b r i n g  f u r t h e r  so r ro w  to  th e  Danes (1 2 7 6 -7 8 ) .  I n  l i g h t  o f  
th e  t e x t u a l  e v id e n c e ,  we r e a l l y  c a n n o t  a g r e e  w i th  L e y e r l e ' s  
v iew  t h a t  th e  p o e t  c o n s id e r s  th e  Dam as  j u s t i f i e d  i n  h e r
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a c t i o n s .  Her d e s i r e  f o r  r e v e n g e  and h e r  b lo o d y  r a i d  on 
H r o t h g a r ' s  h a l l  a r e  c l e a r l y  p r e s e n t e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  as  
p e r v e r s e  and u n j u s t i f i e d .
Nor in d e e d  can  we a c c e p t  L e y e r l e ' s  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t  
th e  poem s e t s  up a c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  th e  f i g u r e s  o f  H ro th g a r  
and  Beow ulf to  t h e  d e t r im e n t  o f  th e  h e r o . L e y e r le  r e g a r d s  
H ro th g a r  a s  th e  i d e a l  k in g ,  a  l e a d e r  who t a k e s  h i s  r e s p o n s i ­
b i l i t i e s  s e r i o u s l y  and who i s  n o t  im p e l le d  by th e  d e s i r e  f o r  
fame i n t o  a c t i n g  r a s h l y .  However, B e o w u lf 's  p r im a ry  c o n s i ­
d e r a t i o n  i n  c o n f r o n t i n g  th e  Dam, and l a t e r  th e  D ragon, i s  
n o t  th e  g a i n in g  o f  p e r s o n a l  renow n. Nor i s  h i s  c o n d u c t  i n  
any s e n s e  r e p r e h e n s i b l e .  I n  f a c t ,  B eow ulf does n o th in g  t h a t  
H ro th g a r  h i m s e l f  w ould  n o t  have  done i f  he  h ad  p o s s e s s e d  th e  
same p h y s i c a l  a b i l i t y .  F o r  th e  o v e r r i d i n g  i s s u e  a t  s t a k e  i n  
b o th  c o n f l i c t s  i s  a g a in  t h e  v e ry  p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  
s t a b i l i t y .  The Dam i s  a  p a l p a b l e  t h r e a t  to  s o c i e t y ,  and so 
m ust be d e s t r o y e d .  H ro th g a r  e x p r e s s e s  h i s  v iew  o f  th e  Dam 
as th e  fo e  o f  hum ankind i n  no u n c e r t a i n  te rm s (1 3 3 3 -4 3 ) .
He c a l l s  t h e  m o n s te r  a  manscacSa (1339) whose h o s t i l i t y  c a u se s  
g r e a t  d i s t r e s s ,  h r e j? e rb e a lo  h e a rd e  (1 3 4 3 ) .  He s e e s  h e r  d e a th  
as  n e c e s s a r y  to  e n s u re  p e a c e  i n  h i s  la n d  and e x p r e s s l y  a sk s  
Beow ulf to  a c c o m p lish  th e  t a s k  (1 3 7 6 -7 7 ) .  F u r th e rm o re ,  as  
H ro th g a r  h i m s e l f  rem a rk s  a f t e r  th e  ch a m p io n 's  v i c t o r y  (1 7 8 2 -8 4 ) ,  
Beow ulf h as  g r e a t l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  h i m s e l f  by h i s  a c t i o n s ,  
w iggew eor|?ad , and  t h e  h e r o ' s  g l o r y  i s  en h an ced  th e r e b y  r a t h e r  
th a n  d im in is h e d  i n  any way. The Dam i s  an e v i l  c r e a t u r e  who 
d i s r u p t s  th e  s o c i a l  o r d e r ,  and Beow ulf e v id e n c e s  h i s  h e r o i c
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w o rth  i n  t h e  m anner i n  w h ich  he f a c e s  and d e f e a t s  t h e  m o n s te r .
Though t h e  Dragon a l s o  f u n c t i o n s  a s  a p h y s i c a l  t h r e a t  
to  human s o c i e t y  w h ich  m ust be  e l i m i n a t e d  from  th e  w o r ld ,  he 
n o n e t h e l e s s  b e lo n g s  to  an o r d e r  o f  n a t u r e  d i f f e r e n t  i n  form  
as  w e l l  a s  i n  e f f e c t  from  t h a t  o f  th e  G re n d e ls .  I n  c o n t r a s t
to  t h e  o t h e r  m o n s t e r s ,  he  i s  n e v e r  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  e v i l  i n  a
29C h r i s t i a n  s e n s e .  He i s  a p r i m o r d i a l  c r e a t u r e ,  t h e  p r im ­
e v a l  enemy t h a t  h a u n t s  t h e  dusk , e a l d  u h t s c e a $ a  (2271) . The 
D ragon, as  I r v i n g  n o t e s ,  i s  r e g a r d e d  a s  an  a l i e n  b e in g  who
a c t s  m e re ly  i n  o b e d ie n c e  to  " th e  b i o l o g i c a l  law  o f  h i s  own
30s t r a n g e  n a t u r e . "  The c r e a t u r e  i s  c o m p e lled  by a t o t a l l y
" b l i n d  and i n s t i n c t i v e  d r i v e "  to  h o a rd  t r e a s u r e ,  and a s i m i l a r
31im p u lse  f o r c e s  him i n t o  a c t i o n  when h i s  s t o r e  i s  r i f l e d .
W ith  r e f e r e n c e  to  t h i s  m o n s te r ,  a g a in ,  i t  i s  i n f o r m a t i v e  to  
f i n d  t h a t  t h e  C o t to n  Gnomic Poem s t a t e s  i n  an  e x t re m e ly  
m a t t e r - o f - f a c t  to n e  t h a t  "a  d ragon  s h a l l  [b e ]  i n  a mound, 
a n c i e n t ,  p ro u d  o f  i t s  t r e a s u r e  [D raca  s c e a l  on h i  as. w e, /  f r o d ,
29As I r v i n g  e x p l i c a t e s ,  " t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  
t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  d rag o n  s t a n d s  f o r  t h e  e x p l i c i t l y  t h e o l o g i c a l  
form  o f  e v i l  t h a t  G re n d e l  and h i s  m o th e r  s t a n d  f o r .  To b e g in  
w i th ,  t h e  G ren d e l r a c e  i s  named r e p e a t e d l y  as  C a i n 's  d e s c e n ­
d a n t s  and G od 's  en em ie s ;  n o th in g  o f  t h e  s o r t  i s  e v e r  s a i d  
a b o u t  t h e  d ra g o n . In  c e r t a i n  w ays, to  be  s u r e ,  t h e  d rag o n  
may be c o n s id e r e d  to  be e v i l .  H is h a t r e d  f o r  m ankind and 
h i s  d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s  a r e  p l a i n  and unam biguous. Y e t ,  th ough  
he may be  e v i l ,  h e  i s  n o t  E v i l .  T here  i s  an  am ora l a s p e c t  
to  him , a l i e n  and re m o te .  I n  some s e n s e ,  t h e r e  i s  n o th in g  
p e r s o n a l  a b o u t  w hat he  d o es"  (R eading  o f  B eo w u lf , p . 2 1 4 ) .
30 R eading  o f  B eo w u lf , p . 215.
^ Reading of Beowulf, p. 215.
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fr*a&turn w la n c ] , 11 i n  th e  same m anner t h a t  i t  o b s e rv e s  s t a r s
32s h a l l  s h in e  i n  t h e  h ea v en s  and  f i s h  m u l t i p l y  i n  t h e  w a te r .
In  B eo w u lf , t o o ,  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  Dragon i s  t a k e n  q u i t e  f o r  
g r a n t e d .  Though in c o m p re h e n s ib le ,  i t  i s  a c c e p te d  a s  p a r t  o f  
t h e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r :
Hordwynne fo n d  
e a l d  u h t s c e a 3 a  opene s ta n d a n ,
s e  Be b y m e n d e  b io r g a s  s e c e S ,
n aco d  n iS d r a c a ,  n i h t e s  fleogecS
f y r e  b e fa n g e n ;  hyne fo ld b u e n d
(sw i3 e  o n d r a a ) d a ( 3 ) . He g e s e c e a n  s c e a l l
( h o ) r ( d  on) h r u s a n ,  jpzer he hae.|pen g o ld
w ara  w in tru m  f r o d ;  ne  by 3 him w ih te  By  s e l .
(2270 -77 )
[The a n c i e n t  s c o u rg e  t h a t  h a u n ts  th e  h a l f - l i g h t  
o f  dawn fou n d  th e  h o a rd  s t a n d in g  open to  be  h i s  
d e l i g h t .  T h is  sm o o th -s k in n e d ,  s p i t e f u l  d rag o n  
se e k s  o u t  b a rro w s  o f  t h e  d ea d , and f l i e s  by 
n i g h t ,  b u r n in g  and e n c i r c l e d  i n  f i r e ;  th o s e  who 
d w e l l  i n  t h a t  l a n d  d re a d  him g r e a t l y .  He i s  
wont to  s e e k  o u t  w hat i s  h o a rd e d  i n  t h e  e a r t h ,  
and t h e r e  t a k e s  up h i s  abode b e s id e  t h e  h e a th e n  
g o ld ,  g row ing  w is e  i n  r i p e n e s s  o f  y e a r s ,  and  
y e t  f o r  a l l  t h a t  he  i s  no b e t t e r  o f f . ]
U n l ik e  G re n d e l ,  th e n ,  th e  Dragon i s  n o t  im p e l le d  by 
h i s  v e r y  e x i s t e n c e  to  a t t a c k  human s o c i e t y .  F o r  t h r e e  c e n ­
t u r i e s ,  in d e e d ,  he  l i e s  dorm ant and i s  c o n t e n t  to  g u a rd  h i s
3 ? "Maxims I I , "  i n  The A ng lo -Saxon  M inor Poems, ed . E l l i o t t  
Van K irk  D obb ie , V ol. I  o f  The A nglo-Saxon  P o e t i c  R ecords  
(New York: Colum bia U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 0 4 2 ) ,  p . 5HT. I r v i n g  
p o i n t s  o u t  t h e  c o n n e c t io n  i n  h i s  R ead ing  o f  B eo w u lf , p .  215, 
a s  does W h i te lo c k  i n  A ud ience  o f  Beowulf^ p"! 186.
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h o a rd .  When u n f o r t u n a t e l y  p ro v o k ed  by t h e  t h e f t  o f  a  cup , 
how ever, he  ru n s  t r u e  to  fo rm . The Wyrm r e a c t s  w i th  c o n ­
summate v i o l e n c e  and  d e v a s t a t e s  th e  c o u n t r y s i d e  w i th  h i s  
s c o rc h in g  b l a s t s  o f  f la m e .  The D ra g o n 's  m o tiv e  f o r  a c t i o n  
may be o b v io u s ,  b u t  i t  i s  h a r d l y  " j u s t i f i e d "  i n  t h e  n a r r a ­
t i v e  to  th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  L e y e r le  c l a im s .  We f i n d  a s e n s e  o f  
w onder a t  t h e  b a l e f u l  im p a c t o f  th e  c r e a t u r e ' s  w ra th ,  b u t  
i t  i s  n e v e r  s e e n  a s  com m ensurate to  t h e  p r o v o c a t io n  o f f e r e d  
by human f a u l t .  The s t r e s s  rem a in s  on th e  p h y s i c a l l y  d e s t r u c ­
t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  m o n s t e r 's  a c t i o n s  and on h i s  p e r n i c i o u s  
i n f l u e n c e  upon th e  o r d e r  o f  human s o c i e t y .
The Dragon h im s e l f ,  m o reo v e r ,  c a n n o t  be  sum m arily  d i s ­
m is s e d  a s  an  a g e n t  o f  f a t e  who a p p r o p r i a t e l y  e f f e c t s  t h e  dem ise  
o f  a r a s h  h e r o .  The a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  a c t i o n  
l i e s  r a t h e r  i n  i t s  e p i c  q u a l i t y  as  a c o n f r o n t a t i o n  a c t u a t e d  
by F a te  i t s e l f .  B o th  Beowulf and th e  D ragon, a s  t h e  p o e t  
makes e v i d e n t ,  a r e  d e s t i n e d  to  f a c e  ea ch  o t h e r  i n  b a t t l e  and 
b o th  w i l l  d i e  (2 3 4 1 -4 4 ) .  The outcome i s  d e c re e d  by F a t e ,  and 
th e  d e a th  o f  n e i t h e r  a n t a g o n i s t  can  be ta k e n  as  an  e x p l i c i t  
m o ra l  comment by t h e  p o e t  upon th e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  o t h e r .  The 
a c t i o n  i s  t r e a t e d  i n  th e  t r u e  e p ic  m anner a s  a p h y s i c a l  combat 
i n  w h ich  th e  power and m ig h t  o f  each  o p p o n en t r e f l e c t s  th e  
s t a t u r e  o f  t h e  o t h e r ,  and  ea ch  a n t a g o n i s t  th e r e b y  g a in s  an 
added  a u r a  o f  g r e a t n e s s .  At t h e  end o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  m o reo v e r ,  
th e  Dragon i s  a c c o rd e d  th e  e p i c  d i g n i t y  o f  a w o rth y  a d v e r s a r y  
s l a i n  i n  b a t t l e .  Once t h e  im m edia te  p e r i l  i s  p a s t ,  t h e  p o e t  
p a u s e s  to  e l a b o r a t e  on th e  m a rv e l lo u s  n a t u r e  o f  th e  c r e a t u r e
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and h i s  awesome m a je s t y ,  and we a r e  g iv e n  a m oving c o n t r a s t  
be tw een  th e  D ra g o n 's  a e r i a l  g r a c e  i n  l i f e  and  h i s  s t i l l n e s s  
on th e  g ro u n d  i n  d e a th  (2 8 2 4 -3 5 ) .  T h ro u g h o u t t h e  e p i s o d e ,  
in d e e d ,  th e  fo c u s  re m a in s  on th e  p h y s i c a l  n a t u r e  o f  th e  
m o n s te r  and h i s  a c t i o n s  r a t h e r  th a n  on some a b s t r a c t  m o ra l  
id e a  as p r o j e c t e d  th ro u g h  h i s  f i g u r e  by th e  p o e t .
The n a r r a t i v e  e m p h a s is ,  a g a in ,  i s  r a t h e r  on t h e  p r o -
33t a g o n i s t ' s  h e r o i c  w o r th  th a n  h i s  " h e r o i c  s u s c e p t i b i l i t i e s . "  
B eow ulf i s  th e  good w a r r i o r - k i n g ,  god gucfcyning (2563) , who 
i s  g r e a t l y  d i s t u r b e d  by th e  t e r r o r  t h a t  h a s  in v a d e d  h i s  la n d  
and i n f l i c t e d  i t s e l f  upon h i s  p e o p le .  He i s  aw are t h a t  i n  
f i g h t i n g  th e  m o n s te r  he  may m eet w i th  h i s  own d e a th ,  b u t  
t h a t  does n o t  d e t e r  h im  from  p r o p e r  a c t i o n .  Beow ulf r i s e s  
to  th e  o c c a s io n  as  he m u s t ,  i n  th e  d e fe n c e  o f  h i s  p e o p le  
a g a i n s t  th e  enemy. He i s  th e  l e a d e r  o f  th e  G ea ts  and , a s  
k in g ,  t h e i r  s a f e t y  and s e c u r i t y  i s  i n  h i s  h a n d s .  The champion 
a c t s  i n  a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  h i s  d e s t i n e d  f a t e ,  and  h i s  h e r o i c  
q u a l i t y  i s  n e v e r  i n  q u e s t i o n .  H is  com portm ent i n  t h e  b a t t l e  
a g a i n s t  th e  Dragon i s  in d e e d  e x p l i c i t l y  h e l d  up f o r  commenda­
t i o n  and e m u la t io n .  The p o e t  a p p ro v in g ly  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h e  
h e r o ' s  c o n d u c t  i n  t h i s  m o r ta l  combat i s  u n l i k e  t h a t  o f  a 
cow ard , n e  bi& sw ylc  e a rg e s  si& (2 5 4 1 ) ,  and t h a t  he  i s  t r u l y  
ex em p la ry  i n  h i s  a c t i o n s .  The champion i s  r e f e r r e d  to  a g a in  
to w ard s  t h e  end  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as  th e  m ost w o rth y  w a r r i o r  
on e a r t h ,  w igend  w e o r S f u l l o s t  w ide geond e o rS an  (3 0 9 8 ) .
■^Leyerle, p . 95 .
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Beow ulf can  n e v e r  b e  a c c u s e d  o f  c o w a rd ic e ,  b u t  t h e  c h a rg e  
o f  v a i n g l o r i o u s  o v e r c o n f id e n c e  c a n n o t  be  l e v e l l e d  a g a i n s t  
him  e i t h e r .  H is c o n f id e n c e  i n  h i s  p row ess  and h i s  d e s i r e  
f o r  p e r s o n a l  fame a r e  a s  e v i d e n t  i n  t h i s  combat a s  i n  t h e  
e a r l i e r  o n e s ,  and  e q u a l l y  p r a i s e d  i n  a l l .
Beowulf c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  h e r o i c  i d e a l ,  n o t  e x c o r i a t e s  
i t .  The p o e t  i s  f u l l y  c o n s c io u s  o f  t h e  f i t t i n g  n a t u r e  o f  
th e  f i n a l  c o n f l i c t ,  i n  w h ich  th e  g r e a t e s t  o f  h e r o e s  
s t r u g g l e s  a g a i n s t  t h e  m i g h t i e s t  o f  a d v e r s a r i e s - - a n d  
t r i u m p h s :
Huru p o i t  on la n d e  l y t  manna ^ a h
m aagenagendra  m ine g e f r a a g e ,
beah )?e he daada gehwaas dyrstig waare,
past he wic attorsceaSan ore^e geraasde,
o$3e hringsele hondum styrede,
g i f  he w aaccende w eard  o n funde
buon on beorge. Biowulfe wear<S
dryhtmaoma deej. deaSe forgolden;
ha&fde ^ .g h w aep er  ende g e f e r e d
la&nan l i f e s .
(2836-45)
[Y et n o t  one o f  t h e  m ig h ty  men i n  t h a t  l a n d ,  
d a r in g  th o u g h  he  m ig h t  be  i n  e v e ry  deed , had  
e v e r  s u c c e e d e d - - o r  so I  h e a r d  t e l l - - i n  f a c i n g  
t h e  b r e a t h  o f  t h a t  venomous d e s t r o y e r  o r  l a y in g  
hands on th e  r i n g s  i n  t h a t  h a l l ,  i f  h e  found  
t h e  g u a r d ia n  t h a t  l u r k e d  i n  th e  b a r ro w  awake. 
Beow ulf h ad  p a id  w i th  d e a th  f o r  h i s  s h a r e  i n  
t h e s e  l o r d l y  t r e a s u r e s ;  th u s  th e y  had  each  
come to  t h e  end o f  t h i s  f l e e t i n g  l i f e . ]
Beow ulf i s  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  s l a y i n g  t h e  Dragon and , th o u g h  he 
to o  d i e s  on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d ,  th e  t r iu m p h  i s  no l e s s  a t r iu m p h .  
The D r a g o n - f ig h t  comes in d e e d  a s  t h e  g l o r i o u s  c u lm in a t io n  o f
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a m a g n i f i c e n t  c a r e e r .  The end i s  a s  i t  sh o u ld  b e .  T h is  
t im e ,  Beow ulf c o n f r o n t s  t h e  awesome m o n s te r  i n  th e  s e r v i c e  
o f  h i s  own p e o p le ,  and  he i s  th u s  "no lo n g e r  i n  d an g e r  o f  
a p p e a r in g  a m ere w r e c c a , an  e r r a n t  a d v e n tu r e r  and s l a y e r  o f
Q /
b o g ie s  t h a t  do n o t  c o n c e rn  h im ."
The c e l e b r a t o r y  to n e  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  th e n ,  goes
d i r e c t l y  c o n t r a r y  to  L e y e r l e ' s  r e a d i n g  o f  Beowulf a s  a p o i n t e d
commentary on th e  b a n e f u l  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  a t t i t u d e .  Even
th e  l a s t  l i n e s  o f  t h e  poem s e rv e  to  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  v iew  o f  t h e
p r o t a g o n i s t  a s  t h e  f i n e s t  o f  men and o f  k in g s  i n  th e  w o r ld
(3 1 7 8 -8 2 ) .  S t a n l e y  G r e e n f i e l d ' s  rem ark  i s  h e r e  o f  p a r t i c u l a r
r e l e v a n c e .  He n o t e s :  "T h a t  th e  poem ends as  i t  does i s
g e n e r i c a l l y  a p p r o p r i a t e ,  and t o  t r y  to  s e e  i r o n y  o r  a d o u b le
p e r s p e c t i v e  i s  to  im p a r t  d u b io u s  c r i t e r i a  i n t o  th e  c r i t i c i s m .
. . . Courage i s  c o u ra g e  and to  d e te rm in e  th e  e s s e n c e  o f
i t s  v a l u e  by th e  outcom e i s  p e r v e r s e :  th e  r e a d i n e s s  i s  a l l ,  and
Beowulf i s  ex em p la ry  i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t  as  t h e  b e s t  man among
35w o r ld ly  k i n g s ."  L e y e r le  in d e e d  a t t r i b u t e s  f a r  to o  much 
s i g n i f i c a n c e  to  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Beowulf d i e s  i n  b a t t l e .  The 
h e r o ’ s d e a th  c a n n o t  be  s e e n  as  an  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  c u l p a ­
b i l i t y  i n  a c t i o n .  Nor can  i t  be r e g a r d e d  as  s i g n a l l i n g  a 
c r u s h in g  n a t i o n a l  d i s a s t e r  f o r  t h e  G ea ts  who a r e  th e r e b y  l e f t  
l e a d e r l e s s  and d e f e n c e l e s s  a g a i n s t  a n n i h i l a t i o n  by th e  Swedes.
■ ^ T o lk ie n , p . 273.
35The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Old E n g l i s h  Poems (London: R o u t le d g e  
& .KeegatTPauY L td .  , '1 9 7 2 ) ,  p .  1 3 ^ ------------------
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As K enneth  S isam  p o i n t s  o u t ,  n e i t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l l y  n o r  t e x t u a l l y
i s  t h e r e  any  e v id e n c e  f o r  such  a v iew . M oreover, a s  Thomas
C a r n i c e l l i  m a i n t a i n s ,  B eow ulf ends on a d i s t i n c t l y  p o s i t i v e
n o t e ,  and th e  h e r o i c  e t h i c  i s  r e a f f i r m e d  even  a t  th e
c l o s e  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as  a v a l i d  code o f  a c t i o n  w i t h i n  th e  
37w o r ld .  B eow ulf i s  commended f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s ,  n o t  condemned. 
The m ourners  a t  th e  f u n e r a l  p y re  p r a i s e  t h e i r  l e a d e r ' s  h e ro is m  
and p r o c la im  th e  w o r th  o f  h i s  m ig h ty  d e e d s ,  and  th e  poem does 
th e  same f o r  a l l  e t e r n i t y .  The f i g u r e  o f  th e  champion i s  p r e ­
s e n t e d  in d e e d  as  a  s h in i n g  exam ple t o  be  em u la te d  r a t h e r  th a n  
a s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  o r  m o ra l  o b j e c t  l e s s o n  on th e  p e r n i c i o u s ­
n e s s  o f  th e  h e r o i c  v a l u e s .
A g a in , i t  n e e d s  to  be r e i t e r a t e d  t h a t  d e s p i t e  th e  
r e f e r e n c e s  to  God and  P ro v id e n c e ,  i t  i s  th e  h e r o i c  e t h i c  
t h a t  rem a in s  c e n t r a l  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .  Beow ulf i s  e s s e n t i a l l y
O  fL
The S t r u c t u r e  o f  Beow ulf (O x fo rd : C la ren d o n  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 5 ) ,  
p p . 5 1 -5 9 .  S isam  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  m eagre t e x t u a l  e v id e n c e  f o r  
such  a  v i e w - - th e  lam en t o f  th e  G e a t i s h  woman (3150-5 )  and th e  
M e s s e n g e r 's  sp e e c h  (3018 f f . ) - - a n d  s t r e s s e s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e s e  
p a s s a g e s  " a r e  b e s t  ta k e n  as  p a r t  o f  th e  p o e t i c  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  
o f  a p e o p l e ' s  g r i e f  and f e a r s  when t h e i r  g r e a t  k in g  d i e s "  (p .  58) 
r a t h e r  th a n  as  p r e d i c t i o n s  o f  w a r .  In d e e d ,  W ig la f  i s  p r e s e n t e d  
as  a w o rth y  s u c c e s s o r  t o  Beow ulf and i s  " g iv e n  n o t  o n ly  t h e  
q u a l i t i e s  o f  an  h e r o i c  l e a d e r  b u t  a l s o  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  c la im s  
on th e  g o o d w il l  o f  th e  Swedes" (p .  5 8 ) .  M oreover, S isam  shows 
t h a t  th e  G ea ts  "w ere  a d i s t i n c t  and im p o r ta n t  p e o p le  a t  th e  
v e ry  end o f  th e  A ng lo -Saxon  p e r io d "  (p .  55) as  i n d i c a t e d  by 
th e  w r i t i n g s  o f  th e  C a n te rb u ry  monk A i l n o t h .  S isam  comments: 
" A f t e r  a l l ,  B eow ulf i s  a t a l e  o f  m a rv e ls  s e t  i n  th e  H e ro ic  
A g e - - p o e t i c  f i c t i o n , n o t  h i s t o r y .  I n  t h e  l a s t  p a r t  th e  o u t ­
crop  o f  h i s t o r y ,  o r  le g e n d  b a s e d  on h i s t o r y ,  i s  o b t r u s i v e l y  
l a r g e ;  b u t  i t  n e e d  n o t  be e x te n d e d  by i n t e r p r e t a t i o n "  (p .  5 8 ) .
■^"The F u n c t io n  o f  th e  M essenger i n  B e o w u lf ,"  SP, LXXII 
(1 9 7 5 ) ,  2 4 6 -5 7 . “
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O Q
p r e - C h r i s t i a n  i n  to n e  and  a p p l i c a t i o n .  We can  a g r e e  w i th  
K l a e b e r ' s  rem ark  t h a t  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  " t o  r e c o g n iz e  f e a t u r e s  
o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  S a v io r  i n  th e  d e s t r o y e r  o f  h e l l i s h  f i e n d s ,  
t h e  w a r r i o r  b ra v e  and g e n t l e ,  b la m e le s s  i n  th o u g h t  and  deed ,
O Q
th e  k in g  t h a t  d i e s  f o r  h i s  p e o p l e . "  However, i t  w ould  be 
d an g e ro u s  t o  make to o  much o f  t h i s  s i m i l a r i t y ,  f o r  w hat we 
f i n d  i s  a g e n e r i c  r e se m b la n c e  r a t h e r  th a n  a d e l i b e r a t e l y -  
drawn a n a l o g u e . ^  B eow ulf i s  an h e r o i c  e p i c ,  n o t  a C h r i s t i a n
38The C h r i s t i a n  e t h i c  o f  th e  Old T es tam e n t may be i n  t r u t h  
q u i t e  am enable  to  t h e  w a r r i o r  co d e , b u t  i t  i s  t h e  h e r o i c  v ie w ­
p o i n t  t h a t  p re d o m in a te s  i n  th e  poem. R. E. Kaske i l l u m i n a t e s  
t h i s  p o i n t  i n  " S a p ie n t a  e t  F o r t i t u d o  as  th e  C o n t r o l l i n g  Theme 
o f  B e o w u lf , " S P , LV (195%7, 4 2 3 -5 7 . A c c o rd in g  t o  K aske , 
B eow ulf p r e s e n t s  t h e  o ld  e p i c  i d e a l  o f  s a p i e n t a  e t  f o r t i t u d o  
as  *'an a r e a  o f  s y n t h e s i s  be tw een  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and- Germ anic 
p ag an ism " (p .  4 2 6 ) .  He f e e l s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  h a s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  
i n t o  t h e  o ld  e t h i c  th o s e  a s p e c t s  o f  th e  new as  w ere  n o t  i n ­
c o m p a t ib le  w i th  h i s  m a t e r i a l  and h i s  mode o f  p r e s e n t a t i o n .
I n  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  B eow ulf, t h e n ,  we f i n d  th e  i d e a l  c o m b in a t io n  
o f  s t r e n g t h  and wisdom as  d i s p l a y e d  th ro u g h  h i s  a c t i o n s  and 
b e h a v io u r  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .  The ch a m p io n 's  f o r t i t u d o  i s  
r e g a r d e d  by Kaske a s  an e x p r e s s l y  h e r o i c  a t t r i b u t e ; i t  i s  i n  
th e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  s a p i e n t a  t h a t  th e  h e r o i c  and th e  C h r i s t i a n  
codes a r e  f u s e d .
39 I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  B e o w u lf , p .  x x v i i .  K la e b e r  y e t  rem a in s  
u n w i l l i n g  to  r e g a r d  Beow ulf as  a C h r i s t i a n  a l l e g o r y .  However, 
M. B. McNamee, i n  " B eow ulf--An A l le g o ry  o f  S a l v a t i o n ? "  JEGP, 
LIX (1 9 6 0 ) ,  190 -207 , s e e s  th e  p a r a l l e l  b e tw een  th e  l i v e s  arid 
c a r e e r s  o f  B eow ulf and C h r i s t  t o  be " d e l i b e r a t e l y  s u s t a i n e d "  
so a s  to  a l l e g o r i z e  th e  C h r i s t i a n  s t o r y .  B e o w u lf 's  d e s c e n t  
i n t o  t h e  m ere i s  th u s  r e g a r d e d  as an a l l e g o r i z a t i o n  o f  th e  
H arrow ing  o f  H e l l  and th e  d r a g o n - f i g h t  a s  a d r a m a t i z a t i o n  o f  
th e  S a v i o u r ' s  d e a th .
^ T h o u g h  th e  poem i t s e l f  n e v e r  m e n tio n s  a n y th in g  s p e c i f i ­
c a l l y  C h r i s t i a n ,  s i m i l a r i t i e s  b e tw een  th e  f i g u r e s  o f  Beow ulf 
and C h r i s t  a r e  d i s c e r n i b l e .  They a r e  b o th  g r e a t  h e r o e s  p r e ­
em in en t i n  t h e i r  w o r ld s ,  d e e p ly  com m itted  to  t h e i r  i d e a l s  and 
to  t h e i r  r o l e s  as  th e  cham pions o f  t h e i r  s o c i e t i e s ;  b o t h  a r e  
men o f  d e s t i n y  f o r  whom even  s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  i s  n o t  to o  g r e a t
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a l l e g o r y .  The h e r o  i s  d e p i c t e d  a s  a g r e a t  w a r r i o r  and a  w o rth y  
G erm anic k in g  r a t h e r  th a n  a good C h r i s t i a n .  B eow ulf rem a in s  
u n c o n c e rn e d  w i th  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e  o f  h i s  s o u l ,  and  he does 
n o t  even  a p p e a r  aw are o f  th e  e t e r n a l  b l i s s  t h a t  a w a i t s  th e  
good C h r i s t i a n  i n  t h e  l i f e  h e r e a f t e r .  What t h e  champion 
s t r i v e s  f o r  i s  g l o r y  w i t h i n  t h i s  w o r ld ,  and  h i s  a c t i o n s  a r e  
a l l  d i r e c t e d  to w ard s  t h a t  w o rth y  g o a l .  R o land  may be f i n a l l y  
g a t h e r e d  among th e  b l e s s e d  i n  Heaven b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  
h i s  e x p l o i t s ,  b u t  B eow ulf i s  im m o r ta l iz e d  by th e  p r a i s e  o f  h i s  
own s o c i e t y .
An a l l e g o r i c a l  ap p ro a c h  to w ard s  B eow ulf te n d s  in d e e d  
to  im pose on t h e  n a r r a t i v e  a ty p e  o f  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  and 
theme a l i e n  t o  th e  t e n o r  o f  h e r o i c  e p i c ,  w h ich  f o c u s e s  on 
human a t t r i b u t e s  a s  b r o u g h t  o u t  d i r e c t l y  th ro u g h  p h y s i c a l  
a c t i o n .  E p ic  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  i s  i n t e g r a l l y  s im p le  and s t r o n g ,  
and i s  n o t  d e s ig n e d  to  e x p r e s s  o r  show change i n  th e  n a t u r e  o f  
th e  p r o t a g o n i s t .  H e ro ic  song i s  c o n c e rn e d  w i th  t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  
o f  c h a r a c t e r  r a t h e r  th a n  w i th  d e l i n e a t i n g  a p r o c e s s  o f  in w ard  
ch an g e . E p ic  c h a r a c t e r  i s  c l e a r l y  p r e c o n c e iv e d  and i s  s t a t i c  
t o  an  e x t e n t ,  a s  t h e  " r e c u r r i n g  e p i t h e t s  o f  f o rm u la ic  n a r r a ­
t i v e "  s e rv e  to  i n d i c a t e . ^  Maegen becomes a l e i t m o t i f  i n  th e
a p r i c e  t o  pay  i n  t h e  accom plishm en t o f  t h e i r  g o a l s ;  and b o th  
rem a in  c o n s c io u s  o f  th e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  power t h a t  i l l u m i n a t e s  t h e  
p a t h  b e f o r e  them . The s i m i l a r i t i e s  a r e  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  f o r  
b o th  f i g u r e s  p a r t a k e  o f  th e  n a t u r e  o f  a l l  g r e a t  h e ro e s  and t h e i r  
c a r e e r s  conform  t o  th e  g e n e r a l  p a t t e r n  o f  th e  h e r o i c  l i f e  as  
d e t a i l e d  i n  C h a p te r  I .
^Scholes and Kellogg, Nature of Narrative, p. 164.
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poem a s  a p p l i e d  t o  B eow ulf ,  and  th e  a c t i o n  e m p h as izes  th e
s p e c i a l  s t r e n g t h  o f  body and mind so d i s t i n c t i v e  o f  th e
cham pion. W i th in  t h e  h e r o i c  w o r ld ,  B eow ulf i s  th e  i d e a l .
As he i s , so  he  a c t s .
The d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h a t  a r i s e  i n  a t t r i b u t i n g  a  s t r i c t l y
a l l e g o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  to  t h e  poem may be b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e d
th ro u g h  an a n a l y s i s  o f  M a rg a re t  G o ld m s i th 's  r e a d i n g  o f
B e o w u lf . G o ldsm ith  r e g a r d s  " t h e  ’p l a i n  m e a n in g ’ . . . [ a s ]
/ 0
a f i g m e n t , "  and  sh e  t r i e s  to  b r i n g  o u t  " th e  h id d e n  m eaning
43l a t e n t  i n  t h e  poem ."  A c c o rd in g ly ,  she  r e j e c t s  th e  o b v io u s  
v iew  o f  B eow ulf a s  " a  f l a w l e s s  h e ro  who does w hat i s  b e s t  
u n f a i l i n g l y  and u n h e s i t a t i n g l y . " ^  G o ld sm ith  r a t h e r  s e e s  th e  
p o e t  as  o f f e r i n g  i n  th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  a  m o ra l -  
r e l i g i o u s  exemplum d i s c u s s i n g  th e  s i n s  o f  p r i d e  and c o v e to u s ­
n e s s .  U sing  p a t r i s t i c  e x e g e s i s  to  draw s i m i l a r i t i e s  and 
p a r a l l e l s ,  sh e  a s s e r t s :  " I t  i s  th u s  r e a s o n a b le  to  r e g a r d
Beow ulf as  a j u s t  man who h a s  fo u g h t  a good f i g h t  d u r in g  h i s  
l i f e t i m e ,  b u t  who i s  i n  th e  end  b r o u g h t  to  d e a th  by th e  f la w  
i n  h i s  human n a t u r e ,  th e  le g a c y  o f  Adam's s i n ,  i n  t r y i n g  to  
f i g h t  th e  Dragon a l o n e .  He a c t s  as  a m o ra l  exam ple i n  h i s  
e a r l y  l i f e ,  b u t  i n  h i s  l a s t  days h e  p r e s e n t s  to  th e  C h r i s t i a n  
a u d ie n c e  th e  t r a g e d y  o f  a  f a l l e n  man, h a r a s s e d  by th e  Enemy,
/ 0
The Mode and M eaning o f  B eow ulf (London: The A lth o n e  
P r e s s , 1 9 7 0 ) ,  p . 6 .
^ G o l d s m i t h ,  p .  3 .
^Sisam, p. 13.
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and w a n tin g  i n  th e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  s t r e n g t h  o f  th e  m i le s  
C h r i s t i . " 45
The s t r u c t u r a l  b a s i s  o f  G o ld m s i th 's  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  
th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  as  m arked o u t  f o r  d e a th  and s p i r i t u a l  r u i n  
i s  H r o t h g a r ’ s "h o m ily "  (1 6 9 8 -7 8 4 ) ,  w hich  she  u s e s  as  "a  key  
to  u n lo c k  th e  sy m b o lic  m eaning  o f  B e o w u lf 's  l i f e . " 4 *’ She 
f i n d s  i n  H r o t h g a r 's  t e l l i n g  o f  th e  a c t i o n s  o f  Heremod " a 
c a r e f u l l y  d i r e c t e d  f o r e c a s t  o f  th e  s t o r y  o f  B e o w u lf 's  t r i a l  
to  co m e."4 ^ Such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  p a s s a g e ,  how ever, 
goes c o m p le te ly  beyond  th e  t e x t  f o r  i t s  f o u n d a t io n .  A cc o rd ­
in g  to  G o ld m sith ,  "Heremod w ould  n o t  a p p e a r  i n  H r o t h g a r 's
sermon i f  he  w ere  n o t  a l s o  an exam ple o f  a man do m in a ted  by
48s i n  and i n  th e  pow er o f  th e  D e v i l . "  W ith in  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,
n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  w hat H ro th g a r  expounds th ro u g h  th e  exam ple o f
Heremod i s  r a t h e r  th e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  an unw orthy  Germ anic k in g
th a n  o f  an e v i l  p e r s o n  i n  C h r i s t i a n  te rm s .  As R. E. Kaske
p o i n t s  o u t ,  " H r o t h g a r 's  e x p l i c i t  aim i s  n o t  e t e r n a l  s a l v a t i o n ,
49b u t  w ise  k i n g s h i p . "  H ro th g a r  makes v e r y  c l e a r  w hat he 
w ish e s  B eow ulf to  keep  i n  m ind: a lw ays to  Tise h i s  mae.gen
4 •’Mode and  M eaning o f  B e o w u lf , p .  239.
ix 6Mode and  M eaning o f  B e o w u lf , p .  3.
4 ^Mode and M eaning o f  B e o w u lf , p .  201. 
48Mode and Meaning o f  B e o w u lf , p .  191.
4^ " S a p ie n ta  e t  F o r t i t u d o ,"  p .  435.
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w i s e ly  and  t o  a v o id  t h e  h o a r d in g  o f  w e a l t h .  And b o th  q u a l i ­
t i e s  a r e  g r e a t l y  v a lu e d  i n  t h e  Germanic age a s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  
o f  th e  good l e a d e r .  P h y s i c a l  m ig h t i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  i t s e l f  
f o r  i t  im p lem en ts  th e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  and p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  th e  
s o c i a l  o r d e r .  G e n e ro s i ty  i n  th e  g iv in g  o f  g i f t s ,  a g a in ,  
s e r v e s  to  f o rg e  th e  r e c i p r o c a l  t i e s  so s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  h e r o i c  
s o c i e t y  be tw een  th e  k in g  and h i s  th a n e s ;  i t  w ins  him  th e  
a f f e c t i o n  and l o y a l t y  o f  h i s  f o l lo w e r s  and  p ro v e s  him  w o rth y  
o f  t h e i r  d e v o te d  s e r v i c e .
M oreover, and  m ost s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  Heremod p r o v id e s  
an e x p l i c i t  c o n t r a s t  t o  B eow ulf. Heremod i s  a  m urderous  and 
m i s e r ly  k in g .  He m is u s e s  h i s  a u t h o r i t y  and h i s  md&gen, 
a l i e n a t i n g  h i s  p e o p le  by h i s  deeds u n t i l  he  i s  f i n a l l y  
removed from  power and  s e n t  i n t o  e x i l e .  As we h av e  s e e n ,  
how ever, th e  c a r e e r  o f  B eow ulf c o u ld  n o t  be  more d i f f e r e n t .  
Even to w ard s  th e  e n d , he  i s  p r a i s e d  as  th e  god gu&cyning 
(2563) and t h e  w ig en d  w e o r £ f u l l o s t  w ide geond  eo rS an  (3 0 9 8 ) .  
In  th e  manner o f  L e y e r l e ,  in d e e d ,  G o ld sm ith  e x te n d s  th e  t e x t  
much to o  f a r  by r a t h e r  d u b io u s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  T here  i s  no 
b a s i s  i n  th e  poem f o r  t h e  a s su m p tio n  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  u se s  
H r o t h g a r 's  sp e ech  t o  p r e p a r e  us f o r  B e o w u lf 's  su b s e q u e n t  
m o ra l d e g e n e r a t i o n  and  d o w n fa l l .
F u r th e rm o re ,  th e  p a t r i s t i c  im ages and  m e tap h o rs  u se d  
in  t h i s  "serm on" rem a in  c u r i o u s l y  u n d e v e lo p e d . The c o n s e ­
quences  o f  co v e to u s  and  p r i d e f u l  a c t i o n s  a r e  d e p i c t e d  as 
th e y  w ould p e r t a i n  to  t h i s  w o r ld :
61
Hit on endestsef 
jpse-t se lichoma 





madmas dSS-leb, % *
egesan ne gyme^.eorles margestreon,
(1753-57)
[And yet at the latter end it shall come to pass 
that this fleeting body must crumble away and fall, 
marked out for death. Another man takes the in- 
heritance--one who ungrudgingly shares out treasures 
and ancient wealth of this earl, heeding no terror.]
Conspicuous here by their absence are references to Hell and
are indeed glaring omissions which cannot be glossed over as 
in keeping with the poet's "probable" intention of presenting 
his meaning in a deliberately obscure fashion. Yet Goldsmith 
finds in this lack no refutation of her analysis. She postu­
lates that "both poet and audience would have been familiar" 
with the specific ideas of doctrinal theologians, and that 
the passage "is designed for an informed audience who will 
understand the allusions. Once again, extra-textual
In "The Christian Coloring in the Beowulf," F. A. Black­
burn points out that in not one of the Christian allusions 
in the narrative "do we find any reference to Christ, to the 
cross, to the Virgin or the saints, to any doctrine of the 
church in regard to the trinity, the atonement, etc., or to 
the scriptures, to prophecy, or the miracles" (PLMA, XII 
(1897), 216). Again, as Norman E. Eliason observes in his 
review of Goldsmith's book, "an allegory of this particular 
kind is hardly what we should expect at a time when the
central truths of Christianity needed to be expounded rather 
than obscured" (JEGP, LXX (1971), 285).
the eternal suffering that sinful people must endure. 50 These
"^Mode and Meaning of Beowulf, p. 93.
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assumptions are employed to substantiate similar assumptions
as Goldsmith proceeds "to fill out the skeletal text" on the
52basis of what she considers "some valuable guesses."
For Goldsmith, then, Beowulf’s action in challenging
the Dragon becomes indicative of his "spiritual deterioration,"
directly symptomatic of his "arrogant self-confidence" and
53"desire for gain." As already noted, however, not even in 
heroic terms do we find such a reversal in the character of the 
hero. A more plausible interpretation is offered by Charles 
Donahue, who sees the protagonist as developing towards Chris­
tian charity. Donahue insists that "there is no question 
of allegory here," and considers the figure of Beowulf
52Mode and Meaning of Beowulf, p. 6. Goldsmith theorizes 
about the poet's ^probable" intentions in writing the poem; about 
the doctrinal works ranging from those of Augustine, Adhelm, and 
Gregory to those of Sulpicious Severus and Pseudo-Bede that "may 
have been" his sources for his material and his elliptical method 
of allegory; and about the ability of the contemporary audience 
to elucidate the obscure allusions and parallels for itself. 
Assumptions built from and upon other assumptions are used to 
explicate her fundamental theory: "I believe that the Christian 
poet's purpose was to examine the values of the heroic world as 
they appear when set against the whole history of mankind from 
Genesis to the Apocalypse" (p. 2).
In his review of Mode and Meaning of Beowulf, Speculum, 
LXVI (1971), Kemp Malone points out that Mrs. Golds’mith' s inter­
pretation goes contrary to the poetic text itself and must there­
fore be rejected as untenable" (p. 370). He notes that though 
Goldsmith's study of the "writings presumably known or lcnowable 
to English clerics of the seventh and eighth centuries" is 
"valuable" to an extent, the conclusions she draws from her 
research are unsound. Norman Eliason (see n. 50) concurs with 
Malone's view: "Well argued as her case is, it is unconvincing" 
(p. 234). There is indeed too much in Beowulf of a non-Christian 
nature which cannot be swept under the rug at will.
53Mode and Meaning of Beowulf, p. 22,5.
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t o  be  c o n c e iv e d  by th e  p o e t  as  u n d e r  N a tu r a l  r a t h e r  th a n
C h r i s t i a n  Law.5 "^ N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  Donahue a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h e  p o e t
h a s  " c a u g h t  from  th e  O ld T es tam e n t some i n s i g h t  i n t o  change
55i n  c h a r a c t e r  th ro u g h  d iv in e  t u t e l a g e "  and so c o n s c io u s ly
u se s  " ty p o io g y "  to  s t r e n g t h e n  th e  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  th e
p r o t a g o n i s t . 56
W ith b a s i c a l l y  t h e  same ap p ro ac h  to  t h e  poem, th e n ,
G o ld sm ith  and Donahue come up w i th  t o t a l l y  c o n t r a d i c t o r y
a s s e s s m e n ts  o f  B e o w u lf 's  c h a r a c t e r .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough ,
b o th  c r i t i c s  a g re e  t h a t  th e  h e r o  i s  p r e s e n t e d  as  a  g l o r i f i e d
i d e a l  i n  th e  f i r s t  two e p i s o d e s .  I t  i s  w i th  r e s p e c t  to  th e
57f i n a l  combat t h a t  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  m ark ed ly  d iv e r g e .  
G o ld sm ith  s e e s  B e o w u lf 's  d e c i s i o n  to  f i g h t  th e  Dragon as  
r a s h  and a r r o g a n t .  M o tiv a te d  by unw orthy  and " e v i l "  d e s i r e s ,  
B eow ulf t r u s t s  i n  h i s  own s t r e n g t h  r a t h e r  th a n  i n  God, and i s  
t h e r e f o r e  n a t u r a l l y  d e f e a t e d .  Donahue, on th e  o t h e r  h an d ,  
r e g a r d s  th e  d e c i s i o n  as  p e r f e c t l y  j u s t ,  a s  a m a g n i f i c e n t  
g e s t u r e  by one who i s  c o n c e rn e d  a b o u t  h i s  p e o p le  to  th e  l a s t .
5^ " B eow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n :  A R e c o n s i d e r a t i o n  from  
a C e l t i c  S t a n c e , "  T r a d i t i o , XXI (1 9 6 5 ) ,  116.
55"B eow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n , "  p .  113.
56"B eow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n , "  p .  114.
5^ S ta n le y  G r e e n f i e l d ,  i n  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  O ld E n g l i s h  Poem s, 
p .  157, makes a  s i m i l a r  co m p ariso n  b e tw een  th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
o f  G o ld sm ith  and Donahue w i th  r e s p e c t  to  t h e  d r a g o n - f i g h t  i n  
B e o w u lf , h i g h l i g h t i n g  th e  f r u s t r a t i o n  t h a t  i s  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  
r e s u l t o f  t r y i n g  to  a n a ly z e  th e  poem as a c o n s i s t e n t l y -  
m a in ta in e d  C h r i s t i a n  a l l e g o r y .
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A g a in , w h i le  G o ld sm ith  r e g a r d s  th e  D ra g o n 's  h o a r d  as a symbol
o f  c u p i d i t y ,  a l u r e  th row n  o u t  by th e  D e v i l  to  w hich  t h e  h e ro
succum bs, Donahue s e e s  t h e  w in n in g  o f  th e  h o a r d  as  an i n d i c a ­
t i o n  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  m e r i t  and g r e a t n e s s  o f  h e a r t .
U n ca r in g  o f  p e r s o n a l  d a n g e r ,  Beow ulf w i l l i n g l y  s a c r i f i c e s  
h i m s e l f  so t h a t  h i s  p e o p le  may r e a p  th e  b e n e f i t s  o f  h i s  
a c t i o n .  The h o a r d  th u s  becomes f o r  Donahue a  v a l u a b l e  image 
w hich  s e r v e s  to  d e n o te  t h e  h e r o ' s  p r o g r e s s  to w ard s  an u n d e r ­
s t a n d in g  o f  u n s e l f i s h  C h r i s t i a n  c h a r i t y  i n  th e  f u l l e s t  s e n s e .  
F u r th e rm o re ,  w h i le  G o ld sm ith  f i n d s  th e  r e b u r i a l  o f  th e  t r e a s u r e  
to  em phasize  i t s  i n n a t e  w o r t h l e s s n e s s , Donahue v iew s th e  a c t
as  a  v o l u n t a r y  " i m i t a t i o n "  by  th e  G ea ts  o f  B e o w u lf 's  c h a r i t y
58and an i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e i r  own s p i r i t u a l  g ro w th .
T h ere  i s ,  h o w ev e r,  no e v id e n c e  w h a ts o e v e r  i n  th e  t e x t
f o r  t h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  th e  B eow ulf- p o e t  " h a n d le s  th e  r e l i g i o u s
59l i f e  o f  t h e  h e r o  d y n a m ic a l ly . "  As d e t a i l e d  e a r l i e r ,  Beowulf
CO
Thomas C a m i c e l l i ' s  a r t i c l e ,  "The F u n c t io n  o f  th e  
M essenger  i n  B e o w u lf , " h e l p s  us r e g a i n  th e  h e r o i c  p e r s p e c t i v e  
sum m arily  r e j e c t e d  by b o th  G o ld sm ith  and Donahue. C a m i c e l l i  
p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  th e  h o a r d  i s  v o l u n t a r i l y  i n t e r r e d  by th e  G ea ts  
f o r  whom th e  M essenger  s e r v e s  as  spokesm an. The e l i t e  o f  th e  
G e a t i s h  w a r r i o r s  h av e  p ro v e d  c ra v e n  i n  b a t t l e ,  and t h e i r  shame 
r e f l e c t s  on th e  e n t i r e  n a t i o n .  The r e b u r i a l  o f  th e  t r e a s u r e  
th u s  becomes th e  acknow ledgem ent o f  th e  f a c t  t h a t  "by th e  
m o ra l  s t a n d a r d s  o f  h e r o i c  s o c i e t y ,  th e y  have  no r i g h t  to  keep  
i t "  (p .  2 5 6 ) .  C a m i c e l l i  goes  on to  a s s e r t :  " [A t  th e  end  o f  
th e  poem] th e  G e a t i s h  p e o p le  [ a r e  p o r t r a y e d ]  as  s t i l l  c a p a b le  
o f  h e r o i c  b e h a v io u r .  . . . A f t e r  t h e  M e s s e n g e r 's  sp e ec h  th e  
G ea ts  go on t o  assum e, once a g a in ,  an a c t i v e  r o l e  i n  th e  h e r o i c  
l i f e .  They p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f u n e r a l  r i t e s ,  and , 
in  so  d o in g ,  th e y  r e a f f i r m  t h e i r  a l l e g i a n c e  to  Beow ulf and  to  
th e  h e r o i c  i d e a l s  he  r e p r e s e n t s "  (p .  2 5 6 ) .
■^Donahue, p . 113.
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| i s  a s  ex em p la ry  i n  h i s  l a s t  b a t t l e  as he  h a s  a lw ays b e e n .
H is  m o t iv e s  o f  a c t i o n  and  h i s  co n d u c t  a r e  no d i f f e r e n t  a t  t h e
end o f  h i s  l i f e  f ro m  w hat th e y  w ere a t  t h e  s t a r t  o f  h i s
c a r e e r .  The h e r o ' s  d e a t h , a g a i n ,  i s  i n  i t s e l f  no i n d i c a t i o n
o f  a  m o ra l  g row th  o r  d e c l i n e ,  f o r  w i t h i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  B eow ulf
n e i t h e r  ad v a n ce s  n o r  f a l l s  i n  m o ra l  t e r m s . He i s  p r e s e n t e d
th ro u g h o u t  t h e  poem a s  t h e  h e r o i c  i d e a l . The champion i s
a lw ays b r a v e  and  r e s o l u t e  i n  b a t t l e ;  he i s  a lw ays u n c a r in g  o f
p e r s o n a l  p e r i l  i n  h i s  d e fe n c e  o f  th e  la n d s  and p e o p le  u n d e r
a t t a c k ;  he  a lw ays u s e s  h i s  mag.gen commendably and so g a in s
j th e  e n d u r in g  g l o r y  t h a t  i s  h i s  due; and he i s  a lw ays g e n e ro u s
i n  d i s t r i b u t i n g  th e  r i c h  s p o i l s  o f  w ar . M oreover, a s  Kaske
re m a rk s ,  w i t h i n  th e  w o r ld  o f  t h e  poem " th e  f a c t  o f  d e a th ,
o f  f i n a l  p h y s i c a l  d e f e a t ,  i s  i n e v i t a b l e  and r e l a t i v e l y  un-
im p o r ta n t ;  w hat i s  o f  d e s p e r a t e  im p o r ta n c e  i s  h a v in g  fo u g h t
finth e  good f i g h t . "  And i n  t h a t  r e s p e c t  we f i n d  no  change i n
Beowulf i n  t h e  f i n a l  e p i s o d e .  In d e e d ,  th e  h e r o ' s  l a s t  b a t t l e
s e r v e s  to  r e i n f o r c e  h i s  s t a t u r e  a s  th e  embodiment o f  th e
w a r r i o r  i d e a l .  I t  f u n c t i o n s  " n o t  o n ly  [ a s ]  th e  c l im a x ,  b u t
61a l s o  th e  summary o f  B e o w u lf 's  k in g s h i p  and o f  h i s  l i f e . "
To se e  B eow ulf as  u n d e rg o in g  a s p i r i t u a l  change o r
60 " S a p ie n t a  e t  F o r t i t u d o , "  p .  455. Kaske n o t e s  t h a t  t h i s  
h o ld s  t r u e  r n  b o th  th e  Germ anic and th e  C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n s .  
However, a s  we o b s e rv e d  i n  C h a p te r  I ,  th e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  o v e r ­
w helm ing odds i s  d i s t i n c t i v e l y  G erm anic , and i t  i s  th e  w o rth y  
manner o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  d e a th  t h a t  i s  em p h as ized  i n  B e o w u lf .
^Kaske, p. 455.
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developm en t i s  to  d i s t o r t  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i n t e r e s t s .  The f i g u r e
o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i s  c l e a r l y  d e p i c t e d  w i th  an "economy o f
p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  i n  w hich  e v e ry  a s p e c t  o f  c h a r a c t e r  i s  g iv e n
69e x p r e s s io n  i n  a c t i o n . "  T here  i s  no a l t e r a t i o n  i n  th e
p e r s o n a l  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  h e r o ,  f o r  t h a t  i s  n o t  p a r t  o f  th e
e p i c  p u rp o s e  and  d e s ig n .  As S c h o le s  and K e llo g g  p o i n t  o u t ,
a " s im p ly  c o n c e iv e d  c h a r a c t e r ,  i n  a n a r r a t i v e  c a l c u l a t e d  so
as to  p r o j e c t  t h e  q u a l i t i e s  o f  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r  s t a r k l y  and
v i v i d l y ,  can a c h ie v e  p r o f u n d i t y  o f  m eaning and im p ac t w i th o u t
6c o m p le x i ty  o r  r i c h n e s s . "  Beow ulf i s  a h e ro  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  
a p p l i c a t i o n  t o  th e  h e r o i c  age w hich  g l o r i f i e d  p h y s i c a l  c a p a c i t y  
and  c o u rag e  i n  b a t t l e .  He i s ,  and  rem a in s  th ro u g h o u t  th e  poem, 
th e  i d e a l  man, w a r r i o r ,  and  k in g .
B eow ulf g iv e s  us a co m p reh en s iv e  v iew  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  
i d e a l  w i th  a maegen w hich  h a s  n o t  f a d e d  th ro u g h  th e  a g e s , i f  
we b u t  have  ey es  to  s e e .  I t  i s  no a c c id e n t  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  
u se s  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  a s  t h e  b e s t  means o f  p r e s e n t i n g  c h a r a c t e r  
and  them e. Dynamic h e ro is m  i s  t h e  k e y n o te  o f  B eow ulf, and  th e  
p h y s i c a l  b a t t l e s  b e tw een  th e  h e ro  and h i s  superhum an a d v e r ­
s a r i e s  a r e  su p rem e ly  a p p r o p r i a t e  i n  th e m se lv e s  f o r  d e f i n i n g  
human w o rth  i n  p h y s i c a l  te rm s .  In d e e d ,  Beow ulf i s  u n iq u e  i n  
E n g l i s h  l i t e r a t u r e .  N ever a g a in  a r e  th e  m o n s tro u s  a n t a g o n i s t s  
ta k e n  s e r i o u s l y  as  p o w e r fu l  p h y s i c a l  e n t i t i e s  whose r a v a g e s
62 S c h o le s  and K e l lo g g ,  N a tu re  o f  N a r r a t i v e , p .  173.
6 ^Nature of Narrative, p. 173.
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t h r e a t e n  th e  v e ry  o r d e r  o f  human s o c i e t y .  N ever  a g a in  i s  th e  
h e ro  an i n d i v i d u a l  w i th  such  a  trem endous im p a c t upon h i s  
p h y s i c a l  e n v i ro n m e n t .  N ever a g a in  i s  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  
i t s e l f  so fu n d a m e n ta l  t o  th e  p o e t i c  i n t e r e s t s .
CHAPTER I I I  
DECENTRALIZATION IN TRISTAN AND YVAIN
The H e ro ic  P l o t  l o s e s  c e n t r a l i t y  i n  th e  rom ance.
The m o t i f  o f  th e  h e r o - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  can  s t i l l  be  fo u n d  i n  
t h e  romance n a r r a t i v e s , b u t  i t  i s  no lo n g e r  as  a l l - i m p o r t a n t  
as  i t  i s  i n  th e  e p i c .  I n  h e r o i c  so n g , o u r  a t t e n t i o n  i s  
r i v e t e d  on th e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  w h ich  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  
as  awesome e n c o u n t e r s ,  a s  d e a th - d e f y in g  s t r u g g l e s  a g a i n s t  
p o w e r fu l  e x t e r n a l  f o r c e s  t h a t  t h r e a t e n  th e  v e r y  e x i s t e n c e  o f  
s o c i a l  p e a c e  and o r d e r .  The a t t r i b u t e s  l e a d in g  to  s u c c e s s  
i n  b a t t l e ,  t h e n ,  a r e  n e c e s s a r i l y  t h e  ones w hich  a r e  g l o r i f i e d ,  
and i t  i s  n o t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  u n d e r s ta n d  why p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h  
becomes i n  i t s e l f  a  g o d -g iv e n  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  p e r s o n a l  d e s t i n y .
I n  t h e  rom ance, h o w ev e r,  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  fo c u s  s h i f t s  t o - c o n ­
c e rn s  o t h e r  th a n  a d i s p l a y  o f  p h y s i c a l  h e ro is m  i n  b a t t l e .
We a r e  much l e s s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  k n i g h t ’s a c t u a l  p e r fo rm a n c e  
i n  com bat, o r  even  i n  th e  com bats th e m s e lv e s ,  th a n  i n  th e  
h e r o ’s m o tiv e s  o f  a c t i o n  and  w hat th e y  i n d i c a t e  a b o u t  h i s  
p e r s o n a l  fram e o f  m ind o r  i n n e r  q u a l i t y .
The w o r ld  o f  romance i s  a l a r g e  o n e , and w i t h i n  i t  
t h e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t  t a k e s  v a r i o u s  fo rm s . I t  i s  s t i l l  c e n t r a l  
i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n i g h t , though  d r a m a t i c a l l y  m odi­
f i e d  i n  s t r u c t u r e  an d  u s e .  More c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ,  how ever, 
t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  r e t a i n s  a  sem blance  o f  i t s  a r c h e t y p a l  c o n s t r u c t
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even  as  i t  becomes i n  t h e  m ain  i n c i d e n t a l  t o  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
i n t e r e s t s .  The k n i g h t  c o n f r o n t s  m o n s te r s  and s l a y s  them  i n  
com bat, b u t  th e  b a t t l e s  a r e  i n  th e m s e lv e s  no lo n g e r  c r u c i a l  
to  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  c h a r a c t e r  and them e. Two m a jo r  t r a d i ­
t i o n s  w i th  r e s p e c t  to  th e  h e r o - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  a s  i n c o r p o r a ­
t e d  i n  th e  rom ance a r e  o b s e r v a b le  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e s  o f  T r i s t a n  
and Y v a in . I n  T r i s t a n , i t  becomes a  s o u r c e  o f  humour o r  comic 
r e l i e f ,  and i s  s i n g u l a r l y  l a c k i n g  i n  th e m a t i c  im p o r ta n c e .  In  
Y v a in , on th e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  t h e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t  i s  i n t e g r a l  t o  th e  
p l o t ,  b u t  i t s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  l i e s  p r i m a r i l y  i n  w hat th e  i n c i d e n t  
r e v e a l s  a b o u t  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  i n n e r  deve lopm en t i n  c h a r a c t e r .  
I n  th e  m a jo r  rom ance t r a d i t i o n s ,  in d e e d ,  t h e  a c t i o n  i s  l a r g e l y
d iv o r c e d  from  p h y s i c a l  and  p o l i t i c a l  r e a l i t y ,  and  th e  H e ro ic  
P l o t  b o r d e r s  on th e  v e r g e  o f  e x t i n c t i o n  as  a m o t i f  i n t r i n s ­
i c a l l y  r e l e v a n t  on th e  p h y s i c a l  p l a n e .
TRISTAN
S u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  T r i s t a n  r e a d s  a l o t  l i k e  B e o w u lf . We 
f i n d  a s i m p l i c i t y  and  d i r e c t n e s s  i n  th e  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  
th e  h e ro  t h a t  i s  more t y p i c a l  o f  e p i c  th a n  rom ance, and o u r  
a t t e n t i o n  rem a in s  on th e  m anner i n  w h ich  t h e  a lm o s t  p r e o r d a in e d  
c o u rs e  o f  T r i s t a n ' s  l i f e  ru n s  to  i t s  i n e x o r a b l e  c o n c lu s io n .
The m o n s tro u s  a n t a g o n i s t s ,  a g a i n ,  a p p e a r  as  o v e rw h e lm in g ly  
p o w e r fu l  c r e a t u r e s  b e f o r e  whom e n t i r e  n a t i o n s  t r e m b le  i n  f e a r ,  
and th e  b a t t l e s  th e m s e lv e s  a r e  d e s c r i b e d  i n  l e n g th y  d e t a i l .
Upon c l o s e r  a n a l y s i s ,  h o w ev e r ,  T r i s t a n  i s  c l e a r l y  w o r ld s
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removed from  B e o w u lf . Our v iew  o f  th e  h e ro  as  a l o v e r  p r e ­
d om ina tes  to  th e  e x c l u s i o n  o f  a l l  e l s e .  The n a r r a t i v e  fo c u s  
i s  on th e  t w i s t s  and  t u r n s  o f  c i r c u m s ta n c e  t h a t  s u r ro u n d  
th e  l o v e - a f f a i r  b e tw een  T r i s t a n  and I s o l d e ,  and th e  em phasis  
rem a in s  th ro u g h o u t  on th e  f i x e d  and u n d e v i a t i n g  n a t u r e  o f  th e  
h e r o ' s  m a g n i f i c e n t  o b s e s s io n . .  H is  m o tiv e s  w i th  r e g a r d  to  
p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  become in d e e d  p r o g r e s s i v e l y  more p e r s o n a l  and 
l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n t  in  s o c i a l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  t e rm s ,  and  th e  m o n s te r -  
f i g h t s  h av e  comic o v e r to n e s  im p o s s ib le  to  i g n o r e .
The c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l  w hich  g o v e rn s  t h e  w o r ld  o f  t r a d i ­
t i o n a l  romance p o s t u l a t e s  c e r t a i n  s o c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  f o r  e v e ry  
k n i g h t .  He i s  h o n o u r-b o u n d  to  f i g h t  i n  th e  ca u se  o f  s o c i a l  
j u s t i c e ,  to  a i d  th e  weak and h e l p l e s s  a g a i n s t  ty ra n n o u s  
f o r c e s ,  no m a t t e r  w hat th e  p e r s o n a l  c o s t .  He i s  e q u a l l y  
h o n o u r-b o u n d  to  obey th e  d i c t a t e s  o f  lo v e ,  t o  su b m it to  th e  
whims o f  h i s  l a d y ,  no m a t t e r  w hat th e  p e r s o n a l  c o n se q u e n c e s .
The c o n f l i c t  t h a t  a r i s e s  a t  t im e s  b e tw een  t h e s e  two a s p e c t s  
o f  t h e  k n i g h t l y  l i f e  o f t e n  becomes a m a jo r  i s s u e  i n  romance 
n a r r a t i v e s .  In  T r i s t a n , how ever, th e  b i f u r c a t i o n  be tw een  
l o y a l t y  t o  lo v e  and l o y a l t y  to  th e  i d e a l s  o f  k n ig h th o o d  i s  
a b s o l u t e  i n  th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  th e  h e r o .  T r i s t a n  d i s p l a y s  a 
t o t a l  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  th e  v a l u e s  o f  h i s  s o c i e t y  o r  i t s  p ro b le m s . 
And w i th  th e  l a c k  o f  s o c i a l  c o n c e rn  on th e  p a r t  o f  th e  h e r o ,  
th e  m o t i v a t i o n  f o r  th e  p h y s i c a l  b a t t l e s  a s  fou n d  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  
e p i c  and romance i s  h e r e  w iped  o u t  i n  one f e l l  swoop.
The e x t r e m e ly  u n c o n v e n t io n a l  t e n o r  o f  T r i s t a n ' s  p h y s i ­
c a l  c o n f l i c t s  h i g h l i g h t s  th e  f a c t  t h a t  p h y s i c a l  h e ro is m  i s  a t
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a co m p le te  d i s c o u n t  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  The h e ro  i s  im p e l le d  
i n t o  a c t i o n  by c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  w h ich  m ost o f t e n  rem a in  p u r e l y  
p e r s o n a l .  He g e n e r a l l y  a c t s  o n ly  when he  f e e l s  so i n c l i n e d  
o r  when t h e r e  i s  some p e r s o n a l  a d v a n ta g e  to  be  g a in e d ,  how ever 
p r e s s i n g  th e  s i t u a t i o n .  The n a r r a t i v e  s t r e s s ,  a g a in ,  re m a in s  
on h i s  own p e r s o n a l  fram e o f  m ind, how ever f a r - r a n g i n g  th e  
i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  r e s o l u t i o n .  T r i s t a n  i s  in d e e d  f o r  th e  
m ost p a r t  w h o le - h e a r t e d ly  in v o lv e d  i n  a c t i v i t i e s  w h ich  have  
n o th in g  w h a ts o e v e r  to. do w i th  th e  f i e l d  o f  b a t t l e .  He i s ,  
and  re m a in s  th ro u g h o u t  th e  a c t i o n ,  an i n d i v i d u a l  so c a u g h t  
up i n  th e  t h r o e s  o f  an o b s e s s iv e  p a s s i o n  t h a t  he  c o u n ts  n o t  
j u s t  h i s  own l i f e  b u t  even  th e  w hole w o r ld  w e l l  l o s t  f o r  lo v e .
T r i s t a n ' s  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t s  a r e  i s o l a t e d  i n c i d e n t s  
w hich have  l i t t l e  t o  do w i th  th e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  h i s  s t a t u r e  
as  a h e r o .  I t  may be a rg u e d  t h a t  th e  com bat a g a i n s t  M orold 
and th e  d r a g o n - f i g h t  c o n s t i t u t e  e x c e p t io n s  to  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t ,  
b u t  even  t h e s e  rem a in  m e re ly  e p i s o d e s  w hich  s e rv e  p r i m a r i l y  
to  s e t  th e  w h ee ls  o f  th e  l o v e - s t o r y  i n t o  c o n t r i v e d  m o tio n .
Once th e  p a s s i o n a t e  lo v e  b e tw een  T r i s t a n  and I s o l d e  i s  r e a l i z e d ,  
th e  l o v e r s  c r e a t e  f o r  th e m s e lv e s  a p a t e n t l y  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  
w o r ld  w i th  no room t o  s p a r e  f o r  t h e  s o c i e t y  a ro u n d  them . 
S e p a r a t io n  from  th e  lo v e d  one th e n  becomes in d e e d  a form  o f  
l i v i n g  d e a th ,  and T r i s t a n ' s  o t h e r  b a t t l e s  a r e  m o t iv a te d  p u r e l y  
by h i s  w ish  t o  d e m o n s t r a te  th e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  lo v e  o r  to  d i v e r t  
h i s  mind from  g r i e f .  P h y s i c a l  d e s i r e  f o r  th e  b e lo v e d  i s  
t r e a t e d  i n  th e  poem as  an i n t e n s e ,  a l l - a b s o r b i n g  i n t e r e s t ,  
and th e  p h y s i c a l  com bats seem to  be in t r o d u c e d  a t  t im e s  i n t o
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th e  a c t i o n  a lm o s t  a s  comic r e l i e f .
In  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  T r i s t a n  f i g h t s  i n  
t h r e e  b a t t l e s :  a g a i n s t  Duke Morgan, a g a i n s t  M orold , and a g a i n s t  
th e  d ra g o n . The f i r s t  o f  t h e s e  e v e n ts  (5 0 6 9 -6 1 0 )^  h a s  no r e a l  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  a p a r t  from  b e in g  an i n c i d e n t  i n  th e  h e r o ' s  l i f e .
I t  i s  an e p i s o d e  w hich  h a s  no r e l e v a n c e  to  th e  m ain p l o t  o r  
them e. T r i s t a n  f i g h t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  e s t a b l i s h  h i s  c la im  to  
h i s  f a t h e r ' s  l a n d s ,  and th e  a c t i o n ,  as  i n t r o d u c e d ,  h a s  d e f i n i t e  
e p i c  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  The p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  how ever, rem a in  u n d e ­
v e lo p e d .  H aving a c co m p lish e d  h i s  p u r p o s e ,  th e  h e ro  h a s  n o th in g  
f u r t h e r  to  do w i th  h i s  own newly-won n a t i o n .  T here  a r e  no t i e s  
o f  l o y a l t y  o r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t h a t  b in d  him to  h i s  p e o p le .
T r i s t a n  g i f t s  h i s  f ie f d o m  to  th e  f a i t h f u l  R ual and r e t u r n s  
to  C o rn w a ll ,  e x h i b i t i n g  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s i t c  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  
s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  c o n c e rn s .  In  th e  b a t t l e  i t s e l f ,  m o reo v e r ,  
T r i s t a n ' s  a c t i o n s  a r e  n e i t h e r  im p r e s s iv e  n o r  commendable.
T r i s t a n  and h i s  s m a l l  army, t h e i r  w a r - g e a r  c o n c e a le d  u n d e r  
e n v e lo p in g  r o b e s , c o n f r o n t  Morgan w h i le  th e  l a t t e r  i s  on an 
h u n t in g  e x p e d i t i o n  and  hen ce  q u i t e  u n p re p a re d  f o r  armed com bat. 
When T r i s t a n  s t a t e s  h i s  c la im  and i s  r e j e c t e d ,  he u n h e s i t a t i n g l y
G o t t f r i e d  von S t r a s s b u r g ' s  T r i s t a n  und I s o l d , h r s g . von 
F r i e d r i c h  Ranke, 1 4 ,  im v e ra n d e r te  A uf1. (D u b l in :  Weidmann,
1969) . A l l  q u o t a t i o n s  from  th e  poem a r e  from  t h i s  e d i t i o n  
w i th  a s i n g l e  m in o r  change: th e  l e t t e r  w hich  a p p e a r s  i n  R a n k e 's  
t e x t  as £  h a s  h e r e  b ee n  m o d ern ized  to  s .^ The E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a ­
t i o n  i s  t h a t  o f  A. T. H a t to  (1960; r p t .  M id d le se x ,  E n g lan d : 
P en g u in  Books L t d . , 1976).
o
F o r  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  T r i s t a n ' s  o b v io u s ly  u n la w fu l  c la im  to  
th e  la n d  o f  P a rm e n ie ,  s e e  Ruth G o ldschm id t K unzer, The " T r i s t a n
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s t r i k e s  Morgan down w i th  two k i l l i n g  b lo w s:
e r  z u c te  s w e r t  und r a n d in  an : 
e r  s lu o c  im obene ze t a l  
b e i d i u  h i m e  und h i m e s c h a l ,  
daz ez  im an d e r  zungen w a n t . 
h i e  m i te  so  s t a c h  e r  ime z e h a n t
daz s w e r t  g e i n  dem h e r z e n  i n .  (5450-55)
[He w hipped  o u t  h i s  sword and r a n  a t  h im . W ith  a 
downward sweep he s t r u c k  th ro u g h  s k u l l  and b r a i n ,  
e n d in g  o n ly  a t  t h e  to n g u e ,  th e n  a t  once p lu n g e d  
th e  sword i n t o  h i s  h e a r t . ]
T r i s t a n ' s  c o n d u c t  h e r e  i s  h a r d l y  m o ra l ,  much l e s s  h e r o i c .  
Morgan, unarmed and  ta k e n  c o m p le te ly  by  s u r p r i s e ,  h a s  no 
chance  to  f i g h t  b ac k  o r  even  to  d e fe n d  h i m s e l f .  Nor in d e e d  
i s  T r i s t a n ' s  l e a d e r s h i p  i n  b a t t l e  w o rth y  o f  a d m i r a t i o n ,  as  
s u b s e q u e n t  e v e n ts  p o i n t  o u t .  F o r  th e  s t r u g g l e  i s  by no means 
o v e r .  M o rg an 's  men q u ic k ly  r a l l y  th e m s e lv e s  and  p r e p a r e  to  
avenge t h e  b r u t a l  m u rd er  o f  t h e i r  l o r d .  A b lo o d y  m elee  
e n s u e s  w hich  g o es  on f o r  two d a y s ,  ea c h  s i d e  i n f l i c t i n g  heavy  
c a s u a l t i e s  on t h e  o t h e r .  T r i s t a n ' s  f o r c e  d w in d le s  w h i le  th e  
numbers o f  th e  o p p o s in g  p a r t y  i n c r e a s e ,  and h i s  band  i s  
f i n a l l y  s u r ro u n d e d .  D e fe a t  and d e a th  seem i n e v i t a b l e  f o r  th e  
h e r o .  D i s a s t e r  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  a v o id e d ,  b u t  more by good f o r ­
tu n e  th a n  any e f f o r t  on T r i s t a n ' s  p a r t .  I t  i s  n o t  th e  h e r o ' s  
v a l o u r  o r  any s t r a t e g y  he im plem en ts  t h a t  r e v e r s e s  th e  t i d e  
o f  t h e  a c t i o n ,  b u t  th e  t im e ly  a r r i v a l  o f  th e  d e v o te d  R ual 
w i th  r e in f o r c e m e n t s  to  a v e r t  j u s t  such  a c o n t in g e n c y .
o f  G o t t f r i e d  von S t r a s s b u r g :  An I r o n i c  P e r s p e c t i v e , U n iv e r -  
s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  P u b l i c a t i o n s  i n  Modem P n i l o l o g y ,  V o l.
105 ( B e r k e le y ,  C a l i f . :  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 3 ) ,  
pp . 5 1 -5 4 .
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T r i s t a n ' s  b a t t l e s  a g a i n s t  M orold  and th e  d rag o n  h av e  
e p i c  p o t e n t i a l  a s  w e l l ,  b u t  a g a in  i t  i s  n e v e r  e x p l o i t e d .
Both a d v e r s a r i e s  a r e  p o w e r fu l  and t y r a n n o u s . Such i s  t h e i r  
p h y s i c a l  m igh t t h a t  t h e i r  d e f e a t  i n  combat a p p e a r s  im p o s s ib le .  
M orold , l i k e  G re n d e l ,  e x a c t s  s u b s e r v i e n c e  from  an e n t i r e  
n a t i o n ,  an d , a s  G e r t ru d e  S c h o e p p e r le  Loomis o b s e r v e s ,  t h e r e  
" a r e  i n d i c a t i o n s  [ t h a t  M oro ld] was o r i g i n a l l y  a  s u p e r n a t u r a l  
b e i n g ,  v e r y  r e c e n t l y  r a t i o n a l i z e d  by r e d a c t o r s  i n t o  an I r i s h  
cham pion, th e  u n c le  o f  I s o I t .  I n  t h i s  c o n f l i c t ,  m o re o v e r ,
T r i s t a n ' s  m o t i v a t i o n  i s  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  B eow ulf. As W. T. 
H. J a c k s o n  r e m a rk s ,  " T r i s t a n  i s  f i g h t i n g  n o t  f o r  h i s  p e r s o n a l  
ho n o u r  i n  any se n s e  b u t  f o r  th e  s a l v a t i o n  o f  h i s  a d o p te d  
c o u n t r y . " ^  The d ra g o n ,  a g a in ,  i s  an a n t a g o n i s t  a k in  to  th e  
awesome Wyrm i n  B e o w u lf . I t  i s  a d e s t r u c t i v e  c r e a t u r e  r a v a g ­
in g  th e  la n d  o f  I r e l a n d  w i th o u t  ch eck . S la y in g  th e  d rag o n  
a p p e a r s  a t a s k  d e s t i n e d  f o r  th e  h e ro  to  a c c o m p l is h ,  and he 
a lo n e  su c c e e d s  i n  th e  a t t e m p t  w here th o u sa n d s  b e f o r e  him
3
T r i s t a n  and I s o l t :  A S tudy  o f  th e  S o u rces  o f  th e  Romance, 
2nd e d . , expanded  w i th  a B ib l io g r a p h y  and C r i t i c a l  E ssay  on 
T r i s t a n  S c h o la r s h ip  s in c e  1912 by R oger Sherman Loomis (New 
York: F r a n k l i n ,  1 9 6 3 ) ,  I I ,  338. S c h o e p p e r le  o b s e r v e s :  "T hese 
m o n s te rs  [ o f  th e  o l d e r  t r a d i t i o n ]  a r e  f r e q u e n t l y  r e p r e s e n t e d  
as  d w e l l in g  i n  o r  n e a r  th e  w a te r .  I t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t h a t  th e  
name M o rh o l t ,  o f  w h ich  th e  f i r s t  s y l l a b l e  s i g n i f i e s  i n  th e  
C e l t i c  la n g u a g e s  s e a , and i n  th e  Germ anic m a rs h , may be  
c o n n e c te d  w i th  t h i s  b e l i e f "  (p .  3 2 9 ) .  The d i s c u s s i o n  o f  th e  
M orold e p i s o d e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p p . 3 2 6 -3 8 , goes f a r  to  su b ­
s t a n t i a t e  t h e  c l a im  f o r  th e  e p i c  p o t e n t i a l  i n  th e  n a t u r e  and 
p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  M orold  as  a m o n s tro u s  a d v e r s a r y  to  be  d e f e a t e d  
i n  b a t t l e .
4
The Anatomy o f  Love: The " T r i s t a n "  o f  G o t t f r i e d  von S t r a s s -  
b u rg  (New York: Colum bia U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 1 ) ,  p . 148.
h av e  f a i l e d .  But h e r e  t h e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  end . The e p i c  s t r a i n  
h as  no scope  f o r  deve lopm en t i n  th e  poem, and  i t  re m a in s  
s k e tc h y .
T r i s t a n ' s  e n c o u n te r  w i th  M orold  e s t a b l i s h e s  w hat we 
n ee d  to  b e a r  i n  mind th ro u g h o u t  th e  c o u r s e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  
t h a t  he i s  t h e  s u p e r i o r  i n  e v e ry  way to  th e  c o u r t ,  i n c l u d i n g  
King Mark. " U n lik e  m ost romance h e r o e s , "  as  J a c k s o n  re m a rk s ,  
"he does n o t  r i s e  above th e  v a lu e s  o f  th e  c o u r t  b u t  i s  s u p e r i o r  
from  th e  v e ry  s t a r t . T h e  h e r o ' s  e x c e l l e n c e  i n  t h e  c i v i l i z e d  
p u r s u i t s  o f  h u n t in g  and m usic  h a s  a l r e a d y  b een  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  
b u t  now we se e  th e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  m o ra l  co u rag e  and p h y s i c a l  
s t r e n g t h .  T r i s t a n  i s  g r e a t l y  a n g e re d  by th e  d e g r a d a t io n  i n ­
f l i c t e d  on C ornw all by M orold , an  abasem en t to  w h ich  i t  i s  
tam ely  p r e p a r e d  to  su b m it once a g a in .  He a d v i s e s  t h a t  a 
champion be s e l e c t e d  to  c o n f r o n t  M orold i n  b a t t l e  i n  an 
a t te m p t  t o  r i d  them o f  h i s  sh a m efu l demands. The h e r o ’s 
p r a c t i c a l  and f o r c e f u l  w o rd s ,  h ow ever, a r e  r e c e i v e d  w i th  
t r e m b l in g  f e a r  and h o p e l e s s  d e s p a i r .  Not a s i n g l e  p e r s o n  
i s  w i l l i n g  to  u n d e r ta k e  such  a h a z a r d o u s ,  a l b e i t  w o r th y ,  
t a s k .  A l l  th e  members o f  th e  c o u r t  a r e  o n ly  to o  aw are o f  
th e  f a c t  t h a t  no one c o u ld  hope to  s u r v iv e  th e  com bat, t h a t  
"imne kan  n iem an v o r  g e n e sen "  (6 1 3 7 ) .  T r i s t a n  th e n  s t e p s  
fo rw a rd  to  o f f e r  h i m s e l f  as  C o r n w a l l 's  hope o f  d e l i v e r a n c e ,  
and h i s  co u ra g e  p r o v id e s  a s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  weak
^The Anatomy o f  L o v e , p .  147.
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resignation displayed by the others.
In  th e  T r i s t a n - M o r o ld  c o n f l i c t  (6 8 3 4 -7 2 3 0 ) ,  s i g n i f i ­
c a n t l y  enough , G o t t f r i e d  u s e s  a l l e g o r y  f o r  th e  f i r s t  and l a s t  
t im e i n  th e  poem w i th  r e g a r d  to  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n ,  and  i t  i s  th e  
v e ry  n a t u r e  o f  th e  a l l e g o r y  w hich  g e n e r a t e s  t h e  e p i c  d im en sio n s  
o f  th e  a c t i o n  i t s e l f .  T h is  b a t t l e  i s  no s u r p r i s e  a t t a c k  l i k e  
t h a t  on Morgan, b u t  a  fo rm a l  c h a l l e n g e .  The two o p p o n e n ts ,  
f u l l y  armed and  s e a t e d  on h o r s e b a c k ,  m eet on a s m a l l  i s l e t  
n e a r  th e  s h o re  and commence t o  f i g h t .  H e re ,  we s e e  a y o u th  
i n e x p e r i e n c e d  i n  such  d e s p e r a t e  v e n t u r e s ,  " u n v e r s u o h te  . . . 
ze n o t l i c h e n  d in g e n "  (6 5 3 4 -3 5 ) ,  and o n ly  r e c e n t l y  in d u c te d  
i n t o  " r i t t e r s c h e f t e "  (6 1 8 0 ) ,  f a c i n g  an o p p o n en t whose s t r e n g t h  
and e x p l o i t s  a r e  l e g e n d a r y .  The a n t a g o n i s t s ,  h ow ever, a r e  
d e p i c t e d  as  q u i t e  e v e n ly  m a tch ed : " s i  kamen m i t  g e l i c h e r  
g e r / g e l i c h e  v l i e g e n d e  h e r "  (6 8 5 7 -5 8 ) .  M orold  may have  th e  
overw helm ing  p h y s i c a l  power o f  " v i e r  manne" (6 8 7 9 ) ,  b u t  
T r i s t a n  i s  a t  no d i s a d v a n ta g e  i n  t h i s  c o n f l i c t ,  f o r  h i s  
s t r e n g t h  i s  augm ented  by th e  f o r c e  o f  t h r e e  o t h e r  pow ers 
r a n g e d  on h i s  s i d e :
daz e i n e  g o t ,  daz a n d e r  r e h t , 
daz d r i t t e  was i r  z w e ie r  k n e h t  
und i r  gew sere  d ie n e s tm a n ,  
d e r  wol gewae.re T r i s t a n ,  
daz v i e r d e  was w i l l e g e r  m uot,
d e r  w under i n  den n c e t e n  t u o t .  (6883-88)
[ .  . . f i r s t  God; seco n d  R ig h t ;  th e  t h i r d  was t h e i r  
v a s s a l  and  s e r v i t o r ,  l o y a l  T r i s t a n ;  th e  f o u r t h  was 
W i l l in g  H e a r t ,  who works w onders i n  e x t r e m i t i e s . ]
Not o n ly  i s  th e  p h y s i c a l  f o r c e  o f  th e  two o p p o s in g  d e tach m en ts
b a l a n c e d  i n  a m anner s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  e p i c  a c t i o n ,  b u t  th e
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c o u r s e  o f  th e  c o n f l i c t  f o l lo w s  a  l i n e  q u i t e  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t
o f  B e o w u lf ’s e n c o u n te r  w i th  th e  Dam. M orold  draws f i r s t  b lo o d
w i th  a  v i c i o u s  b low  t h a t  s l i c e s  th ro u g h  T r i s t a n ’s arm our and
la y s  b a r e  th e  bone o f  h i s  t h i g h .  The h e r o ,  w eakened y e t
r e s o l u t e ,  r e f u s e s  t o  ad m it d e f e a t ,  and c o n t in u e s  to  f i g h t
w i th  s ta u n c h  d e t e r m i n a t i o n .  The pow ers o f  God and R ig h t  th e n
e n t e r  t h e  com bat, and  th e  b a t t l e  comes to  a  sp eed y  end .
The e p i c  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  how ever, rem a in s  p u r e l y
i n c i d e n t a l .  T r i s t a n  i s  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  h i s  a im , b u t  h i s  a c t i o n s
on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d  a r e  n o t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r a i s e w o r th y ,  as  th e
n a r r a t i v e  makes p l a i n :
su s  g e i n g e r  i n  m i t  s l e g e n  an , 
b i z  erm m i t  s l e g e n  an gewan, 
daz T r i s t a n  von d e r  s i e g e  n o t  
den s c h i l t  ze v e r r e  von im b o t  
unde den s c h i rm  ze hohe t r u o c ,  
b i z  e r  im d u rc h  daz d ie c h  s lu o c  
e in e n  a l s o  h e z l i c h e n  s l a c ,
d e r  v i l  n a c h  h i n  zem to d e  wac, . . . (6919-26)
[And so M orold  w ent on h a c k in g  a t  h im  t i l l  he  m a s te re d  
him  w i th  b lo w s ,  and  T r i s t a n ,  h a r d  p u t  to  m eet them, 
t h r u s t  o u t  h i s  s h i e l d  to o  f a r  and h e l d  h i s  g u a rd  to o  
h ig h ,  so t h a t  f i n a l l y  M orold  s t r u c k  him  such  an u g ly  
b low  th ro u g h  th e  t h i g h ,  p lu n g in g  to  th e  v e ry  l i f e  o f  
h im , . . .J
I t  i s  T r i s t a n ' s  o b v io u s  l a c k  o f  s k i l l  i n  p h y s i c a l  combat t h a t  
ex p o ses  h im  to  M o ro ld ’ s t h r u s t ,  and  h i s  m is ta k e s  in d e e d  c o s t  
him  d e a r .  The em p h as is  a t  t h e  e n d ,  m o re o v e r ,  rem a in s  r a t h e r  
on th e  i n j u r y  r e c e i v e d  th a n  th e  v i c t o r y  g a in e d  by th e  h e r o .  
T r i s t a n ’s s u c c e s s  i n  b a t t l e  i s  i n  i t s e l f  o f  l i t t l e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  
i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  C o r n w a l l 's  d e l i v e r a n c e  from  ig n o m in io u s  
bondage i s  q u i c k ly  d i s m is s e d  i n  th e  w o r ld  o f  th e  poem, and 
t h e  C o rn ish  nob lem en do n o t  even  rem a in  g r a t e f u l  f o r  lo n g .
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T r i s t a n  h i m s e l f  i s  q u i t e  in c a p a b le  o f  e n jo y in g  th e  f r u i t s  o f  
t r iu m p h ,  f o r  h i s  wound f e s t e r s  and th e  p e r v a d in g  s t e n c h  v i r t u ­
a l l y  i s o l a t e s  h im  from  s o c i e t y .  The s t r e s s  re m a in s  on th e  
i n j u r y  as  i t  c o n t in u e s  t h e  p l o t  a c t i o n :  i t  n e c e s s i t a t e s  th e  
h e r o ' s  j o u r n e y  to  I r e l a n d  f o r  a d e q u a te  t r e a t m e n t ,  and th u s  
b r i n g s  him  w i t h i n  I s o l d e ' s  o r b i t .
In  I r e l a n d ,  T r i s t a n  m ee ts  I s o l d e .  He ad m ire s  h e r  
b e a u ty  and  h e r  a c c o m p lish m e n ts ,  he i s  o f t e n  i n  h e r  company 
as  h e r  t u t o r  i n  m u s ic ,  b u t  he  does n o t  f a l l  i n  lo v e  w i th  h e r .  
Once he i s  c u re d  o f  h i s  i n j u r y ,  T r i s t a n  l e a v e s  I r e l a n d  w i t h ­
o u t  any pangs  o f  g r i e f  and r e t u r n s  to  C o rn w a ll .  M oreover, 
t h e r e  i s  no m e n tio n  a l l  t h i s  w h i le  o f  th e  d ragon  w hich  h a s  
a p p a r e n t l y  b ee n  t e r r o r i z i n g  th e  la n d  f o r  many y e a r s . T r i s t a n  
does n o t  f i g h t  t h e  d ragon  o u t  o f  lo v e  f o r  I s o l d e ,  n o r  in d e e d  
to  f r e e  I r e l a n d  from  th e  c r e a t u r e ' s  d e s t r u c t i v e  h o ld .  H is 
m o tiv e s  h e r e  a r e  n e i t h e r  c h i v a l r i c  n o r  h e r o i c ,  b u t  p u r e ly  
p e r s o n a l  and p r u d e n t i a l .  T r i s t a n ' s  p o s i t i o n  a s  M a rk 's  h e i r  
g iv e s  r i s e  to  r a g in g  j e a l o u s y  a t  th e  c o u r t ,  and th e  n o b le s  
c r a f t i l y  d e v i s e  a means o f  g e t t i n g  him k i l l e d  w i th o u t  i m p l i ­
c a t i n g  th e m s e lv e s .  They e x h o r t  Mark to  m a rry ,  and p ro p o se  
I s o l d e  as  th e  m ost s u i t a b l e  c a n d id a te  f o r  such  an a l l i a n c e .  
Mark, a l r e a d y  e n r a p t u r e d  by T r i s t a n ' s  g lo w in g  p r a i s e  o f  th e  
dam se l,  a g r e e s  to  th e  m a tch . The n o b le s  th e n  im m e d ia te ly  
name T r i s t a n  a s  th e  e m is s a ry  f o r  th e  m is s io n ,  knowing f u l l  
w e l l  t h a t  he h a s  l i t t l e  chance  o f  r e t u r n i n g  a l i v e  to  C o rn w a ll .  
For th e  d a n g e r  to  T r i s t a n  i n  th e  p u rs u a n c e  o f  t h i s  e n t e r p r i s e  
i s  in d e e d  g r e a t .  M o ro ld 's  d e a th  p lu n g e s  I r e l a n d  i n t o  m ourn ing ,
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and a  d e c re e  i s  i s s u e d  t h a t  any C om ishm an fo u n d  on I r i s h  
s o i l  w ould  be sum m arily  e x e c u te d .  T r i s t a n ,  t h e  s l a y e r  o f  
M orold , c o u ld  e x p e c t  no m ercy i f  h i s  i d e n t i t y  w ere  d i s c o v e r e d .  
D uring  h i s  e a r l i e r  s o jo u r n  i n  I r e l a n d ,  he  managed t o  g e t  by 
as a w a n d e r in g  m i n s t r e l .  T h is  t im e ,  as  K ing M a rk 's  o f f i c i a l  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  d i s g u i s e  i s  im p o s s ib l e .  D e s p i te  th e  p e r s o n a l  
j e o p a r d y ,  T r i s t a n  a c c e p t s  th e  t a s k  o f  p ro m o tin g  th e  a l l i a n c e .  
H is  d e c i s i o n ,  how ever, i s  p ro m p ted  n o t  so much by a l t r u i s m  
as by h i s  d e s i r e  to  a l l e v i a t e  th e  d a n g e r  i n h e r e n t  i n  h i s  
p r e s e n t  p o s i t i o n  a t  th e  c o u r t .  He h o p es  t h a t  h i s  r e t u r n  w i th  
I s o l d e  w ould p u t  an end  to  th e  m urderous  en m ity  o f  t h e  C o rn ish  
n o b l e s ,  and he expends h i s  e n e rg y  to w ard s  t h a t  s i n g l e  p u r p o s e .
The d rag o n  i s  a s  y e t  c o m p le te ly  o u t s i d e  th e  p i c t u r e .
I t  does n o t  e n t e r  i n t o  any o f  t h e s e  p la n s  as  a f a c t o r  to  be 
ta k e n  i n t o  c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  Nor a r e  we a s  y e t  even  aw are o f  
i t s  e x i s t e n c e .  I t  i s  o n ly  a f t e r  T r i s t a n  i s  a l r e a d y  i n  I r e l a n d  
t h a t  th e  m o n s te r ,  a s  i f  on c u e ,  e n t e r s  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  Only 
th e n  does i t s  p r e s e n c e  im pinge  upon th e  w o r ld  o f  th e  poem, 
and th e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t  f u n c t i o n s  p r i m a r i l y  as  a means f o r  
T r i s t a n  to  a c c o m p l is h  h i s  p u rp o s e  w i t h o u t ' h a v in g  to  r e v e a l  h i s
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i d e n t i t y  from  th e  s t a r t .  The f i g u r e  o f  th e  d ra g o n , t h e n ,  i s  
e v i d e n t l y  n o th in g  b u t  a p l o t  d e v ic e .
z:
U n lik e  t h e  o t h e r  h e r o e s  we have  se en  th u s  f a r ,  T r i s t a n  
u n d e r ta k e s  th e  e n d e a v o u r  by d e v io u s  means and i s  n o t  above 
r e s o r t i n g  to  f a l s e h o o d  in  o r d e r  to  a c h ie v e  h i s  g o a l .  Once 
T r i s t a n  la n d s  i n  I r e l a n d ,  he  f a b r i c a t e s  a t i s s u e  o f  l i e s  to  
e x p l a in  h i s  p r e s e n c e  on i t s  s h o r e s ,  and g a in s  t h e  M a r s h a l l ' s  
p r o t e c t i o n  th ro u g h  b r i b e r y .  The h e r o ' s  a c t i o n s ,  l i k e  h i s  
m o t iv e s ,  a r e  p r u d e n t i a l  r a t h e r  th a n  h e r o i c .
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The d r a g o n - f i g h t  i s  i n  i t s e l f  a  s i n g u l a r l y  u n d i s ­
t i n g u i s h e d  c o n f l i c t  (8 9 6 3 -9 0 6 4 ) .  N e i t h e r  o f  th e  a n t a g o n i s t s  
i s  a t  a l l  im p r e s s iv e  in  t h e  a c t i o n ,  and th e  b a t t l e  r e s o l v e s  
i t s e l f  more i n t o  a comic game o f  t a g  th a n  an a rd u o u s  com bat.
The d ragon  i s  r e f e r r e d  to  as  an e n t i r e  army i n  i t s e l f ,  "do 
was s i n  ouch e i n  m ic h e l  h e r "  (9 0 1 6 ) ,  b u t  i t  re m a in s  p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  i n e f f e c t i v e  i n  a c t i o n .  Nor i s  th e  h e r o ' s  m a r t i a l  
p row ess  h e r e  w o rth y  o f  n o t e ,  e i t h e r  i n  q u a l i t y  o r  e x t e n t .  
I n i t i a l l y ,  T r i s t a n  a p p e a r s  to  dom ina te  th e  s i u t a t i o n .  He 
r e g a r d s  th e  c r e a t u r e  more as  an e y e s o r e ,  a b e a s t  t h a t  " s i n e r  
ougen ungemach" (8 9 6 8 ) ,  th a n  a fea rso m e  a d v e r s a r y  t o  b e  f a c e d  
i n  com bat, and t r e a t s  i t  a c c o r d i n g l y .  He b o l d l y  r i d e s  up to  
th e  d ragon  and p i e r c e s  i t  i n  "dem h e rz e n "  w i th  h i s  s p e a r  (8978) 
i n f l i c t i n g  a m o r t a l  wound w i th  h i s  v e r y  f i r s t  b low . H is  h e r o i c  
p o s i t i o n ,  how ever, i s  im m e d ia te ly  u n d e r c u t .  H is  h o r s e  d ie s  
w i th  t h e  shock  o f  c o n t a c t ,  and  th e  h e ro  s c ra m b le s  on f o o t  to  
r e a c h  s a f e t y  away from  h i s  o v e r l y - c l o s e  p r o x im i ty  to  th e  d ragon  
The c r e a t u r e ,  m ean w h ile , ig n o r e s  T r i s t a n .  R a th e r  th a n  p r e s s ­
in g  i t s  a d v a n ta g e ,  th e  m o n s te r  consumes th e  dead h o r s e  and 
r e t r e a t s ,  maddened by  th e  p a i n  o f  i t s  i n j u r y .  Only upon 
s e e in g  h i s  a d v e r s a r y  move away does T r i s t a n  em erge from  c o v e r .  
He p u r s u e s  th e  d rag o n  u n t i l  th e  c r e a t u r e ,  f i n a l l y  c o r n e r e d ,  
t u r n s  to  f a c e  i t s  a t t a c k e r .  T r i s t a n ,  how ever, does n o t  s t a n d  
h i s  g ro u n d . He does n o t  even  f i g h t  b a c k .  The a c t i o n  i n  f a c t  
now ta k e s  a d i s t i n c t l y  comic t u r n  as  we o b s e rv e  th e  h e r o ' s  
f r a n t i c  e f f o r t s  to  e v a d e  t h e  d r a g o n 's  t e e t h  and c law s :
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da m i te  t r e i b  e r  i n  umbe 
manege e n g e s t l i c h e  crumbe 
von boumen ze  b u sc h e n :  
da muose e r  s i c h  v e r tu s c h e n  
und v r i s t e n ,  sw ie  e r  m ohte ,
wan ime d e r  kampf n i h t  t o h t e .  (9025-30)
[W ith  t h e s e  i t  c h a se d  h im  ro u n d  and ro u n d  from  t r e e  
t o  b u s h ,  th ro u g h  many a d r e a d f u l  t w i s t  and t u r n .
He h ad  to  t a k e  c o v e r  and hang  on as  b e s t  he c o u ld ,  
s in c e  to  f i g h t  was n o t  t o  h i s  a d v a n ta g e . ]
T h e r e a f t e r ,  t h e  h e r o  h as  n o t  much more to  do sav e  ru n  c l e a r
o f  th e  m o n s t e r 's  f e e b l e  a t t e m p ts  t o  c a tc h  h im , and th e
m urderous r e p t i l e ,  t h a t  "m ortsam e s l a n g e "  (9 0 3 8 ) ,  d ie s  r a t h e r
o f  e x h a u s t io n  th a n  a s  a r e s u l t  o f  T r i s t a n ' s  s k i l l  i n  com bat.
T r i s t a n ' s  g r e a t e s t  p h y s i c a l  e f f o r t  i s  h i s  a t t e m p t  to  w rench
th e  dead m o n s t e r 's  jaw s  a p a r t  i n  o r d e r  to  c u t  o f f  a p i e c e  o f
i t s  to n g u e  (9060-62 ) a s  p r o o f  o f  v i c t o r y !  As com pared to
B e o w u lf 's  m a g n i f i c e n t  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  t h e  Wyrm, t h e  c o n f l i c t
h e r e  a p p e a r s  in d e e d  a d e l i b e r a t e  p a ro d y  o f  h e r o i c  c o n v e n t io n s
and a t t i t u d e s .
T r i s t a n ' s  o t h e r  b a t t l e s  o c c u r  much l a t e r  i n  th e  poem,
a f t e r  th e  s u s p i c i o n s  r e g a r d in g  I s o l d e ' s  u n f a i t h f u l n e s s  and
T r i s t a n ' s  d i s l o y a l t y  to w ard s  Mark make i t  a d v i s a b l e  f o r  th e
h e ro  t o  l e a v e  C o rn w a ll .  The m ost s i g n i f i c a n t  o f  t h e s e  i s
th e  e n c o u n te r  w i th  t h e  g i a n t  Urgan l i  v i l u s  (1 6 0 1 2 -1 7 4 ) ,
w hich  s e t s  th e  s e a l  on th e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i n t e r e s t
i s  n e v e r  on th e  n a t u r e  o f  T r i s t a n ' s  h e ro is m  i n  b a t t l e .
S o jo u rn in g  i n  t h e  l a n d  o f  t h e  S w a le s ,  t h e  h e r o  rem a in s
a b s o l u t e l y  g r i e f - s t r i c k e n  a t  th e  e n f o r c e d  s e p a r a t i o n  from
I s o l d e .  T ry in g  to  h e lp  h i s  f r i e n d ,  Duke G i la n  sen d s  f o r  h i s
m ost t r e a s u r e d  p o s s e s s i o n ,  an e n c h a n te d  dog named P e t i t c r e i u .
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Not o n ly  i s  t h i s  c r e a t u r e  w ondrous i n  a p p e a ra n c e ,  b u t  from  
a c h a in  o f  g o ld  a ro u n d  i t s  n e c k  hangs  a b e l l ,  t h e  sound  o f  
w hich  b a n i s h e s  a l l  so rro w  from  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e  h e a r e r .
T r i s t a n  im m e d ia te ly  c o v e ts  th e  dog, n o t  f o r  h im s e l f  b u t  so 
t h a t  he c o u ld  send  i t  t o  I s o l d e  and th u s  a l l e v i a t e  h e r  
s u f f e r i n g .  Aware t h a t  G i la n  w ould  n e v e r  w i l l i n g l y  p a r t  w i th  
th e  dog, T r i s t a n  r e s o r t s  to  d ev io u s  s u b t e r f u g e .  W ith o u t 
e x p l i c i t l y  nam ing w hat he  s e e k s  to  o b t a i n ,  t h e  h e ro  e x t r a c t s  
a  p ro m ise  from  G ila n  t h a t  he w ould  r e c e i v e  w h a te v e r  he d e s i r e s  
as  re w ard  i f  he w ere s u c c e s s f u l  i n  f r e e i n g  th e  Sw ales from  
th e  h o ld  o f  U rgan. T h is  t im e ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  th e  f i g h t  
a g a i n s t  M orold , T r i s t a n  c o u ld  n o t  c a r e  l e s s  ab o u t  d e l i v e r i n g  
th e  Sw ales from  ty ra n n o u s  o p p r e s s i o n .  H is  s o l e  aim i s  to  
w in  P e t i t c r e i u . ^
The h e r o - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  i t s e l f ,  m o reo v e r ,  i s  a n o th e r  
shoddy a f f a i r  w i th  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r o n g  comic o v e r t o n e s . T here  
i s  a  f a i n t  echo  o f  t h e  B e o w u lf-G re n d e l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  i n  th e  
im p o r ta n c e  o f  t h e  g i a n t ' s  s e v e r e d  h an d  as  t a n g i b l e  p r o o f  o f  
v i c t o r y .  H e re ,  how ever, th e  comedy p r e d o m in a te s ,  and th e
Ruth K unzer p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  b o th  th e  b a t t l e s  a g a i n s t  
" m y th ic a l  f i g u r e [ s ]  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l  s t r e n g t h  . . . s e rv e  
T r i s t a n  as  e f f e c t i v e  means to  a  v e r y  p r a c t i c a l  end  and b o th  
w ere p la n n e d  by h im  i n  ad v an ce : t h e  d e f e a t  o f  th e  d ragon  
p l a c e s  T r i s t a n  w i t h i n  r e a c h  o f  h i s  g o a l  on h i s  seco n d  I r i s h  
jo u r n e y ,  w h i le  h i s  v i c t o r y  o v e r  th e  g i a n t  Urgan makes i t  
p o s s i b l e  f o r  him  to  c la im  th e  m agic  dog P e t i t c r e i u ,  w hich  he 
w ish e s  t o  sen d  as  a g i f t  t o  I s o l d "  (p .  6 8 ) .  K unzer goes on 
to  n o te  t h a t  th e  " s t r u c t u r a l  f u n c t i o n  a s  w e l l  as  some o f  
th e  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e s e  two b a t t l e s  s t a n d  i n  i r o n i c  c o n t r a s t  
to  s i m i l a r  f e a t s  p e r fo rm e d  by th e  h e ro  i n  o t h e r  e p i c s "
(p . 68, n .  5 0 ) .
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b a t t l e  becomes a game o f  h i d e - a n d - s e e k  p la y e d  by t h e  a n t a g ­
o n i s t s  w i th  th e  han d  as  t h e  w i n n e r ’ s t r o p h y .  T r i s t a n  i s  
h a r d ly  r e q u i r e d  to  f i g h t  a t  a l l ,  much l e s s  lo n g  and h a r d ,  
i n  a c c o m p l is h in g  th e  d e f e a t  o f  t h i s  m o n s te r .  The e n c o u n te r  
commences w i th  a s k i r m is h  i n  w hich  th e  h e ro  b l i n d s  h i s  a d v e r ­
s a r y  i n  one e y e ,  c u t s  o f f  h i s  h an d , and  la n d s  a n o t h e r  b low  
on h i s  t h i g h ,  a l l  w i th o u t  any undue d i f f i c u l t y .  B ad ly  
wounded, Urgan now ad v an ces  w i th  f e r o c i o u s  w ra th .  He r e m a in s ,  
n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  q u i t e  i n c a p a b l e  o f  d o in g  more th a n  c h a s in g  
T r i s t a n  ro u n d  some t r e e s :
e r  j a g e t e  T r i s t a n d e n
u n d e r  den boumen umbe
maneg a n g e s t l i c h e  crum be. (16060-62)
[He c h a se d  T r i s t a n  b e n e a th  th e  t r e e s , w i th  many a 
f e a r f u l  t w i s t  and t u r n . ]
T r i s t a n  in d e e d  a p p e a r s  f a t e d  to  be ch a sed  ro u n d  t r e e s  by h i s  
m o n stro u s  a n t a g o n i s t s !  L oss o f  b lo o d  th ro u g h  th e  e x e r t i o n  
o f  t h e  c h a s e ,  how ever, com pels Urgan to  d e s i s t .  P ic k in g  up 
h i s  h an d , he r e t r e a t s  to  h i s  s t r o n g h o l d ,  w here  he p l a c e s  i t  
on a t a b l e  b e f o r e  g o in g  i n  s e a r c h  o f  m agic h e r b s  t h a t  would 
make h i s  arm w hole a g a in .  T r i s t a n ,  m eanw hile , s i t s  on th e  
g r a s s  and p o n d e rs  upon th e  s i t u a t i o n  a t  hand  (1 6 0 7 8 -8 9 ) .
H is  d e l i b e r a t i o n s  l e a d  h im  to  th e  c o n c lu s io n  t h a t  s in c e  he 
h a s  no a c t u a l  e v id e n c e  o f  w hat h e  h a s  d o n e , G i la n  w ould  n o t  
be  bound to  h o n o u r  h i s  p ro m is e .  Only th e n  does th e  h e ro  r i s e  
and t r a c k  Urgan to  h i s  c a s t l e .  Upon s e e in g  th e  hand  ly in g  
t h e r e  u n g u a rd e d ,  he  p ic k s  up th e  b o o ty  and h u r r i e s  away w i t h ­
o u t  w a i t i n g  to  c o n f r o n t  t h e  g i a n t .  T r i s t a n ' s  p l a n s  f o r  a
q u ic k  and e a s y  g e ta w a y , h ow ever, a r e  f o i l e d  when t h e  m o n s te r  
d i s c o v e r s  th e  t h e f t .  Urgan s e t s  o f f  i n  p u r s u i t  and  c a tc h e s  
up w i th  th e  h e ro  a t  a  b r i d g e .  A n o th e r  s k i r m is h  e n s u e s  in  
w hich  th e  g i a n t  p ro v e s  as  i n e f f e c t i v e  as  b e f o r e .  T r i s t a n  
b l i n d s  th e  m o n s te r  i n  h i s  o t h e r  eye as  w e l l ,  and  th e n  p r u ­
d e n t l y  r e t i r e s  to  a  s a f e  d i s t a n c e  from  w hich  he  w a tc h e s  
U rg a n 's  w i ld  t h r u s t s  and a im le s s  m e a n d e r in g s . When th e  
g i a n t  s t e p s  c l o s e  t o  th e  edge o f  th e  b r i d g e ,  th e  dough ty  
h e ro  s e i z e s  h i s  o p p o r t u n i t y .  He ru n s  up from  b e h in d  and 
p u sh e s  th e  m o n s te r  o v e r  th e  edge t o  be d ash ed  to  p i e c e s  on 
th e  ro c k s  be low .
The a c t i o n  as p r e s e n t e d  i s  u n h e r o ic  t o  an e x tre m e .
I f  th e  d r a g o n - f i g h t  i s  a p a ro d y  o f  h e r o i c  b a t t l e ,  th e  T r i s t a n -  
Urgan c o n f l i c t  i s  c l e a r l y  n o th in g  b u t  a c a r i c a t u r e .  The h e ro  
u n d e r ta k e s  th e  t a s k  o f  s l a y i n g  th e  g i a n t  f o r  no r e a s o n  o t h e r  
th a n  o b t a i n i n g  a to y  w i th  w hich  to  e a s e  h i s  b e l o v e d ' s  g r i e f  
a t  t h e i r  s e p a r a t i o n ,  and i t  i s  t h i s  s o l e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  t h a t  
goads him  i n t o  renew ed a c t i v i t y  d u r in g  th e  c o u r s e  o f  th e  
c o n f r o n t a t i o n .  T r i s t a n ' s  a b s o r b t i o n  i n  lo v e  i s  in d e e d  
a b s o l u t e .  Not o n ly  does he  d i s p l a y  a co m p le te  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  
s o c i a l  and  p o l i t i c a l  c o n c e rn s  b u t  an e q u a l l y  sw eep ing  l a c k  o f  
c o n s i d e r a t i o n  to w ard s  h i s  f r i e n d  and h o s t .  T r i s t a n  r e p a y s  
Duke G i la n  f o r  h i s  c a re  and h e lp  by d e p r iv in g  h im  o f  th e  one 
t h in g  he  t r e a s u r e s  m ost i n  th e  w o r ld .  The h e r o ,  m o reo v e r ,  
i s  so p l e a s e d  w i th  g a in in g  P e t i t c r e i u  as  recom pense  f o r  
h i s  f e a t  t h a t  n o t  even  th e  c o n q u e s t  o f  th e  g r e a t e s t  Em pire i n  
th e  w o r ld  c o u ld  have  g iv e n  him  g r e a t e r  s a t i s f a c t i o n :
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T r i s t a n  do e r  daz h u n d e l in  
gewan i n  d i e  g e w a l t  s i n ,  
e m  h-ae-te w a s r l i c h e ,
Rome und e l l i u  r i c h e ,  
e l l i u  l a n t  und e l l i u  mer
d e rw id e r  n i h t  g a h t e t  e i n  b e r .  (16263-68)
[When T r i s t a n  h ad  g a in e d  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  t h e  l i t t l e  
dog, he w ould t r u l y  h ave  r a t e d  Rome and th e  k i n g ­
doms, l a n d s ,  and  s e a s ,  a s  n o th in g  i n  c o m p a r is o n .]
What a  t r u l y  w o r l d - a n n i h i l a t i n g  r e v e r s a l  o f  v a l u e s  i s  found  
h e r e !  The m ost s h a t t e r i n g  a s p e c t  o f  th e  e n t i r e  e p i s o d e ,  how­
e v e r ,  i s  y e t  to  come. As soon as I s o l d e  r e c e i v e s  th e  dog, 
she b r e a k s  o f f  th e  m agic b e l l ,  f o r  sh e  does n o t  w ant t o  be 
happy  i n  T r i s t a n ' s  a b s e n c e .  The s i n g l e  p r a c t i c a l  p u rp o s e  f o r  
w h ich  th e  h e r o  engages  i n  a c t i o n  i s  th u s  u l t i m a t e l y  and d e l i ­
b e r a t e l y  s e t  a t  n a u g h t .
T r i s t a n ' s  s u b s e q u e n t  m a r t i a l  e x p l o i t s  h ave  no o t h e r  
end  sa v e  t h a t  o f  d i v e r t i n g  h i s  m ind from  g r i e f :
n u  g e d a h t e r ,  s o l t e  im d i s i u  n o t
ie m e r  u f  d e r  e rd e n  
so t r a g e b ^ e r e  w erden , 
daz e r  i r  m ohte g e n e se n ,
daz muese an  r i t t e r s c h e f t e  w esen . (18438-42)
[He th o u g h t  t h a t  i f  t h i s  agony [ o f  s e p a r a t i o n  from  
I s o l d e ]  was e v e r  to  become s u p p o r t a b l e  to  t h e  p o i n t
w here  he  c o u ld  s u r v iv e  i t ,  t h i s  w ould  have  to  be
th ro u g h  m a r t i a l  e x p l o i t s . ]
So th e  h e r o  p lu n g e s  i n t o  th e  w ar i n  Germany, and  g a in s  g r e a t
g lo r y  f o r  h i s  f e a t s  in  b a t t l e :
h i e  d i e n t e r  a l s o  schone 
dem z e p t e r  unde d e r  c r o n e , 
daz rce-mesch r i c h e  n i e  gewan 
u n d e r  s inem  vanen e in e n  man, 
d e r  i e  wtirde a l s o  s a g e h a f t
von m a n l ic h e r  r i t t e r s c h a f t . (18449-54)
[He s e rv e d  th e  Crown and S c e p t r e  so s p l e n d i d l y  t h a t  
th e  Roman Em pire n e v e r  h ad  u n d e r  i t s  b a n n e r  a man 
who won such  fame th ro u g h  deeds o f  a rm s .]
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B eow ulf to o  w ins g r e a t  renown f o r  h i s  m ig h ty  d e e d s , b u t  h i s  
m o tiv e s  o f  a c t i o n  a r e  so v e r y  d i f f e r e n t .  A g a in , i f  we 
remember R oland  i n  th e  b a t t l e  o f  R o n c e v a l l e s ,  we a r e  s t r u c k  
by th e  d i f f e r e n c e  o f  em phasis  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s .  R o la n d 's  
e x p l o i t ,  u n d e r ta k e n  i n  th e  name o f  God and F ra n c e ,  i s  t h e  
b a s i s  o f  an e n t i r e  e p i c ,  w h ereas  T r i s t a n ' s  d e e d s ,  m o t iv a te d  
by l o v e - l o r n  m e la n c h o ly ,  a r e  encom passed  w i t h i n  t h e  sp an  o f  
a s i n g l e  s e n te n c e .  In  th e  same v e i n ,  T r i s t a n  t a k e s  a c t i o n  
i n  t h e  f e u d  r a g in g  i n  A ru n d e l (18686-779) s im p ly  t o  f i n d  
s u r c e a s e  from  so r ro w . He " g e d a h te  s i n e r  s w a e r e /a b e r  e i n  
t e i l  v e rg e z z e n  da" (1 8 7 1 8 -1 9 ) ,  and  a i d s  K aed in  w i th o u t  any 
r e a l  th o u g h t  f o r  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  co n seq u en c es  o f  h i s  d e e d s .
Q
T r i s t a n ' s  n e x t  c o n f l i c t  a g a i n s t  th e  A f r i c a n  g i a n t  
i s  p r e s e n t e d  a s  an a f t e r t h o u g h t ,  and  t h e  i n c i d e n t  h a s  a m ost 
r i d i c u l o u s  a i r .  O r g i l l o ' s  unnamed nephew i s  in v o lv e d  i n  
f o l lo w in g  i n  t h e  f a m i ly  t r a d i t i o n  and f a s h io n i n g  a c lo a k  f o r  
h i m s e l f  from  th e  b e a r d s  o f  h i s  f o e s . The S p a n is h  em pero r 
n a t u r a l l y  r e f u s e s  t o  su p p ly  t h e  demand, b u t  c a n n o t  f i n d  any 
man among h i s  h o s t  w i l l i n g  to  do b a t t l e  on h i s  b e h a l f .  
T r i s t a n  s t e p s  fo rw a rd ,  i s  wounded, b u t  manages to  s l a y  th e  
g i a n t .  The w hole  i n c i d e n t  i s  q u i c k ly  d i s m is s e d .  T r i s t a n  
l a t e r  subdues a n o t h e r  g i a n t ,  b u t  t h e  f a c t  i s  m e n tio n e d  in
o
G o t t f r i e d ' s  poem b r e a k s  o f f  a f t e r  T r i s t a n ' s  m e e t in g  w i th  
I s o l d e  o f  th e  W hite  H ands. The r e s t  o f  th e  i n c i d e n t s  d i s ­
c u s se d  h e r e  a r e  exam ined  as p r e s e n t e d  i n  th e  s u r v i v i n g  
f ra g m e n ts  o f  th e  T r i s t a n  s t o r y  as  t o l d  by Thomas and in c lu d e d  
i n  A. T. H a t t o ' s  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  t h e  T r i s t a n  le g e n d ,  p p . 301- 
53.
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p a s s i n g .  The n a r r a t i v e  moves on w i th o u t  p a u s e  to  d e s c r i b e  
t h e  H a l l  o f  S t a t u e s  d e d i c a t e d  to  h i s  lo v e  t h a t  T r i s t a n  
commands t h e  d e f e a t e d  g i a n t  and h i s  m in io n s  to  f a s h i o n .  The 
poem, l i k e  i t s  h e r o ,  f o c u s e s  a l l - e x c l u s i v e l y  on lo v e ,  and 
as  Ruth K unzer p o i n t s  o u t ,  " p e rh a p s  th e  b i t t e r e s t  i r o n y  o f  
a l l  w i th  r e f e r e n c e  to  c h i v a l r y  i s  c o n ta in e d  i n  th e  i m p l i c a ­
t i o n  t h a t ,  a p a r t  from  b e in g  a p o s s i b l e  means o f  s a v in g  
T r i s t a n ' s  l i f e  and b a l a n c e  o f  m ind , " r i t t e r s c h e f t e "  as  such
a
a r e  v a l u e l e s s . "
T r i s t a n ' s  l a s t  b a t t l e  i s  a n o th e r  random e v e n t .  Out 
h u n t in g  one day , he  i s  a c c o s t e d  by a k n i g h t ,  a l s o  named 
T r i s t a n ,  who im p lo re s  th e  h e ro  to  a i d  him  i n  r e c o v e r i n g  h i s  
c a s t l e  and h i s  la d y  from  a w icked  u s u r p e r .  U n lik e  th e  t y p i ­
c a l  h e r o e s  o f  e p i c  and rom ance, T r i s t a n  i s  s tu n g  i n t o  im m edia te  
a c t i o n  n o t  by th e  i n j u s t i c e  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  b u t  by a r e f e r ­
ence  to  h i s  own l o s t  I s o l d e .  He i s  s u c c e s s f u l  i n  b a t t l e ,  
m o re o v e r ,  o n ly  up t o  a c e r t a i n  p o i n t .  Though t h e  a r r o g a n t  
u s u r p e r  and  h i s  s i x  b r o t h e r s  a r e  a l l  s l a i n  i n  th e  s k i r m is h ,  
so i s  th e  o t h e r  T r i s t a n .  The u n f o r t u n a t e  k n i g h t  i n  whose 
ca u se  th e  h e ro  f i g h t s  does n o t  l i v e  to  b e n e f i t  f rom  th e  a c t i o n ,  
and th e  v i c t o r y  g a in e d  th u s  re m a in s  a h o l lo w  o n e . F u r t h e r ­
m ore, th e  h e ro  i s  h i m s e l f  wounded i n  th e  l o i n s  by a p o is o n e d  
l a n c e ,  and t h e  f e s t e r i n g  i n j u r y  u l t i m a t e l y  p ro v e s  f a t a l .
The p o s i t i o n  o f  t h i s  wound and  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  i l l n e s s  a r e  
in d e e d  d i r e c t l y  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  T r i s t a n ' s  l o v e l o r n  h e a r t s i c k n e s s .
a
"Tristan": An Ironic Perspective, p. 41.
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I n  d e t a i l i n g  t h e  manner o f  th e  h e r o ' s  d e a th ,  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
r e t u r n s  e x p l i c i t l y  t o  th e  theme o f  lo v e .  T r i s t a n  s lo w ly  
w a s te s  away, b u t  c o u ld  be  sa v e d  i f  I s o l d e  w ere a t  h i s  s i d e  
to  c u re  him by h e r  h e r b a l  a r t . Through an u n f o r t u n a t e  s e r i e s  
o f  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  h ow ever, T r i s t a n  l e a r n s  t h a t  I s o l d e  h a s  
r e f u s e d  to  come to  h i s  a i d ,  when i n  a c t u a l i t y  h e r  s h ip  i s  
a l r e a d y  i n  p o r t .  And T r i s t a n  succumbs to  h i s  wound, d y in g  
in d e e d  more o f  a b ro k e n  h e a r t  th a n  from  h i s  i n j u r y .
W ith in  s i m i l a r l y  f a t a l i s t i c  w o r ld s ,  t h e n ,  Beow ulf and 
T r i s t a n  b o th  d ie  o f  wounds i n c u r r e d  i n  b a t t l e .  The m anner 
o f  T r i s t a n ' s  d e a th ,  how ever, h i g h l i g h t s  a  f a c t  t h a t  i s  o b v io u s  
th ro u g h o u t  th e  poem, t h a t  h e ro is m  i n  b a t t l e  i s  i n  i t s e l f  o f  
n e g l i g i b l e  a c c o u n t  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .  I t  i s  o n ly  i n  co m p ariso n  
to  o t h e r  human f i g u r e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th o s e  a t  th e  C o rn ish  
c o u r t ,  t h a t  th e  e x t e n t  o f  T r i s t a n ' s  p h y s i c a l  h e ro is m  i s  
e s t a b l i s h e d .  In  h i m s e l f ,  he  does n o t  come th ro u g h  i n  t h e  
a c t i o n  as  an h e r o i c  c h a r a c t e r .  When he does f i g h t ,  m o re o v e r ,  
he i s  m o t iv a te d  by p e r s o n a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s ,  and re m a in s  t o t a l l y  
unmoved by any s o c i a l  i s s u e s  o r  e x t e r n a l  c la im s  to  h i s  a t t e n ­
t i o n .  The p h y s i c a l  e n c o u n te r s  a r e  i n  th e m s e lv e s  f o r  th e  m ost 
p a r t  i n c i d e n t a l  e p i s o d e s ,  q u i t e  e x t r a n e o u s  to  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
i n t e r e s t s .  The b a t t l e s  a g a i n s t  th e  m o n s tro u s  c r e a t u r e s  a r e  
p a r o d ic  i n  i n t e n t  and a r e  p r e s e n t e d  as  comic i n t e r l u d e s .
None o f  th e  a d v e r s a r i e s ,  w i th  th e  e x c e p t io n  o f  M oro ld , i s  
t r e a t e d  s e r i o u s l y  as  an a n t a g o n i s t  t o  be  overcom e i n  p h y s i c a l  
co m b a t.
In  T r i s t a n ,  w here th e  h e ro  p u r s u e s  s e l f - g r a t i f i c a t i o n
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w ith  s in g le - m in d e d  o b s e s s io n  and th e  c o u n te r - c l a im s  o f  s o c i e t y  
a r e  sum m arily  d i s m is s e d ,  t h e r e  i s  no r e a l  sc o p e  f o r  th e  H e ro ic  
P l o t .  What we f i n d  i n s t e a d  a r e  m e re ly  v e s t i g i n a l  t r a c e s  o f  
th e  h e r o i c  le g a c y .  The n a r r a t i v e  i n c o r p o r a t e s  th e  e p i c  i d e a l  
even  as  i t  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  d im in is h e s  th e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  
p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  w i th  r e g a r d  to  th e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  h e ro is m  d i s ­
p la y e d .  The e p i c  d im e n s io n s  o f  th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s , c l e a r l y  
v i s i b l e  a t  t im e s ,  y e t  rem a in  p u r e l y  i n c i d e n t a l  t o  p l o t ,  
c h a r a c t e r ,  and them e. The comic e f f e c t  i s  param oun t i n  th e  
a c t i o n ,  and  th e  u se  o f  t h e  m o t i f  h e r e  p o i n t s  to  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  
o f  b u r l e s q u e  i n  romance e p i to m iz e d  i n  C h a u c e r 's  S i r  T h o p a s .
W ith T r i s t a n , in d e e d ,  we se e  a p o s s i b l e  end  to  th e  s u r v i v a l  
o f  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  l i t e r a r y  a r t  e x c e p t  as  a v e h i c l e  f o r  
p a ro d y  o r  i r o n y .
YVAIN
W hile  T r i s t a n  e v id e n c e s  one d i r e c t i o n  ta k e n  by th e  
H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  th e  romance t r a d i t i o n ,  th e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  Y vain  
i l l u m i n a t e s  a n o th e r  p a t h .  The m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  h e r e  do n o t  
p r o j e c t  th e  c o m ic -p a ro d ic  tem p er  so o b v io u s  i n  T r i s t a n .  They 
a r e  p r e s e n t e d  more i n  th e  e p i c  m anner as  s e r i o u s  b a t t l e s  u n d e r ­
ta k e n  by th e  h e ro  i n  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  s o c i e t y .  The m o n s te r s ,  
a g a in ,  a r e  ty ra n n o u s  f o r c e s  t h a t  e x e r c i s e  t h e i r  power on th e  
p h y s i c a l  p l a n e .  The th e m a t ic  em phasis  i n  Y v a in , how ever, i s  
v e ry  d i f f e r e n t  from  t h a t  o f  e p i c  so n g . The i n t e r e s t  h e r e  i s  
n o t  so much i n  p h y s i c a l  h e ro is m  o r  th e  m a in te n a n c e  o f  s o c i a l
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s t a b i l i t y  as  i n  th e  p e r s o n a l  g row th  o f  th e  h e r o .  As a c o n s e ­
quence o f  t h i s  s h i f t  i n  f o c u s ,  th e  p h y s i c a l i t y  o f  t h e  h e r o -  
m o n ste r  com bats i s  o f  f a r  l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  th a n  t h e i r  sym bolic  
f u n c t io n  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e .
Y v a in 1s p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t s  in d e e d  have  l i t t l e  w e ig h t  i n  
th e m se lv e s .  The k n ig h t  f i g h t s  too  o f t e n  and to o  c a s u a l l y  f o r  
th e  i s s u e s  in v o lv e d  to  be  embedded i n  each  e n c o u n te r  i n  th e  
manner o f  e p ic  n a r r a t i v e s .  L ik e  T r i s t a n ,  Y vain  f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  
human as  w e l l  as  m o n stro u s  a n t a g o n i s t s .  The combats h e r e ,  
how ever, a r e  p o in te d  tow ards c u m u la t iv e  e f f e c t ,  and become 
c a r e f u l l y  d e t a i l e d  ru n g s  on th e  l a d d e r  o f  m o ra l ad v an ce . " I n  
th e  g r e a t  age o f  th e  ro m an ce ,"  as  W. T. H. Ja ck so n  o b s e rv e s ,  
" th e  i n t e r e s t  u s u a l l y  l i e s  i n  th e  f a i l u r e  o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  
k n ig h t  to  be  p e r f e c t  and in  th e  s t r u g g l e  he makes to  a t t a i n  
p e r f e c t i o n . T h e  poem th u s  has  n o t  w o rld  enough o r  t im e to  
d i l a t e  on th e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t s  th e m se lv e s ,  
f o r  th e  s t r e s s ,  rem ain s  o n . t h e  e h t i c a l  i s s u e s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  
p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  f a i l u r e  and su b se q u e n t  ac h iev e m en t.
The w o rld  o f  Y v a in , as  A uerbach comments, i s  one
" s p e c i f i c a l l y  c r e a t e d  and d e s ig n e d  to  g iv e  th e  k n ig h t  o p por-
11t u n i t y  to  p ro v e  h i m s e l f . "  W ith in  such an a r t i s t i c a l l y  con­
t r i v e d  c o n te x t ,  th e  h e r o ' s  m a n ifo ld  b a t t l e s  have in  th em se lv es  
a p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y  sca led -d o w n  im p o r ta n c e .  Y vain  f i g h t s  a g a in
•^ L i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  M iddle A g es , p . 92.
■^"The Knight Sets Forth," p. 136.
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and  a g a in  i n  " a  p r a c t i c a l l y  u n i n t e r r u p t e d  s e r i e s  o f  adven - 
12t u r e s , "  b u t  h i s  com bats a r e  germ ane to  th e  th e m a t i c  
i n t e r e s t s  a l o n e .  As S c h o le s  and  K e llo g g  rem ark : "The 
d e v e lo p m e n ta l  f o r m u l a t i o n  i t s e l f  i s  p r i m a r i l y  a p l o t  fo rm u ­
l a t i o n .  . . .  I t  in v o lv e s  s e e in g  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  a t  c l o s e
r a n g e ,  w i th  l i m i t e d  d e t a i l ,  so t h a t  h i s  change a g a i n s t  a
13p a r t i c u l a r  b ack g ro u n d  may be r e a d i l y  a p p a r e n t . "  Y v a in 's  
num erous c o n f l i c t s  th u s  g a in  c o l l e c t i v e  im p o r ta n c e  a s  p e r s o n a l  
a d v e n tu r e s  th ro u g h  w hich  h i s  i n n e r  g row th  may be  c h a r t e d ;  th e y  
c o n s t i t u t e  a  s e r i e s  o f  e v e n ts  w h ich  s e r v e  to  i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  
p r o g r e s s  to w ard s  k n i g h t l y  em inence and m o ra l w o r th .
The e p i s o d e s  i n  th e  p l o t  l i n e  a r e  c l e a r l y  s t r u c t u r e d  
i n  a c c o rd a n c e  w i th  th e  m o ra l  th e m e . Y vain  h a s  to  l e a r n  f o r  
h i m s e l f ,  a s  J u l i a n  H a r r i s  p o i n t s  o u t ,  " t h a t  k n i g h t l y  deeds 
s h o u ld  be p e r fo rm e d  o n ly  in  a good ca u se  and t h a t  th e y  sh o u ld  
n o t  be  an end  i n  t h e m s e l v e s . " ^  The h e r o ' s  e a r l y  c o n f l i c t s  
r e v e a l  h i s  f la w  i n  c h a r a c t e r ,  f o r  Y vain  f i g h t s  s im p ly  to  
g a in  p e r s o n a l  r e c o g n i t i o n  and renow n. The t u r n i n g  p o i n t  i n  
h i s  c a r e e r  comes when h i s  in v o lv e m e n t  i n  k n i g h t l y  games a t
^ A u e r b a c h ,  p .  136.
13 S c h o le s  and K e l lo g g ,  N a tu re  o f  N a r r a t i v e , p .  168.
■^"The R ole o f  th e  L ion  i n  C h r e t i e n  de T ro y e s '  Y v a in ,"
PMLA, LXIV (1 9 4 9 ) ,  1160. H a r r i s '  r e a d i n g  o f  t h e  poem moves 
tow ards  C h r i s t i a n  a l l e g o r y ;  he  s e e s  Y vain  as t h e  s t o r y  " o f  a 
p u r p o s e f u l  k n ig h t  who, w i th  t h e  h e lp  o f  C od --an d  th e  l i o n - -  
was a b l e  to  overcom e a l l  s o r t s  and d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  men, g i a n t s  
and d e v i l s - - i . e . ,  v i c e s "  (p .  116 3 ) . Though we may n o t  f u l l y  
a g re e  w i th  H a r r i s '  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  c h a r a c t e r  and them e, h i s  
d e t a i l e d  a n a l y s i s  o f  th e  p l o t  s t r u c t u r e  i s  p e r c e p t i v e  and 
i l l u m i n a t i n g .
92
th e  c o u r t  c a u se s  h im  t o  f o r g e t  h i s  solem n vow to  L au d in e  to  
r e t u r n  a f t e r  a y e a r ;  h i s  " o v e r lo n g  a b s e n c e , "  as  J a c k s o n  
o b s e rv e s ,  " b r in g s  r e j e c t i o n  [by h i s  l a d y ]  and m e n ta l ,  m o ra l ,  
and s p i r i t u a l  c o l l a p s e . Y v a i n ' s  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n  i s  d e t a i l e d  
th ro u g h  h i s  s u b s e q u e n t  a d v e n t u r e s . T hese a r e  b a t t l e s  i n  w hich  
he eschew s a l l  form s o f  s e l f - p u b l i c i t y  and f i g h t s  i n  t h e  cau se  
o f  s o c i a l  j u s t i c e  a g a i n s t  v i l l a i n o u s  and ty ra n n o u s  f o r c e s .
Now, as  L a r ry  S k lu te  comments, we s e e  " h i s  g row th  to w ard  a
16d e d i c a t i o n  to  h i s  woman and tow ard  an i n t e g r i t y  o f  h i s  w o rd ."
By th e  end  o f  th e  poem, in d e e d ,  i t  i s  m ost o b v io u s  t h a t  Y vain  
h as  moved " a  lo n g  way from  th e  h e e d l e s s  s t a t e  he was i n "  a t  
t h e  s t a r t . ^
W ith th e  em phasis  r e m a in in g  on t h e  c u m u la t iv e  im p a c t 
o f  t h e  a c t i o n ,  th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  i n  Y vain  a r e  n e c e s s a r i l y  
s h o r t  i n  d u r a t i o n  and s w i f t  i n  c u lm in a t io n .  The h e r o ' s  
m a r t i a l  p row ess  i s  n e v e r  i n  q u e s t i o n .  H is  p h y s i c a l  a b i l i t y  
i s  c l e a r l y  f a r  s u p e r i o r  to  t h a t  o f  th e  s e r p e n t  o r  th e  g i a n t s  
he e n c o u n te r s .  Though s t i l l  p r e s e n t e d  as  p h y s i c a l  a n t a g o n i s t s  
to  be  s l a i n  i n  d i r e c t  com bat, t h e s e  a d v e r s a r i e s  a r e  q u i t e  i n ­
e f f e c t u a l  i n  b a t t l e .  The s e r p e n t  i s  a d im in u t iv e  c r e a t u r e  
whose pow ers o f  a c t i o n  a r e  so l i m i t e d  t h a t  i t  i s  in c a p a b le  
o f  o f f e r i n g  any r e s i s t e n c e  to  th e  h e r o ' s  a t t a c k .  The
•^ L i t e r a t u r e  o f  th e  M iddle A g e s , p .  108.
1 6 "The A m bigu ity  o f  E t h i c a l  Norms i n  C o u r t ly  Romance," 
G e n re , I I  (1 9 7 8 ) ,  328.
"^Harris, "Role of the Lion," p. 1150.
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d e s t r u c t i v e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  th e  g i a n t s  may be  g r e a t e r  th a n  
t h a t  o f  th e  s e r p e n t ,  b u t  th e y  to o  r e v e a l  a s i n g u l a r  l a c k  o f  
p h y s i c a l  f o r c e  when i n  a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  th e  h e r o ,  Y vain  r e g a r d s  
th e s e  c r e a t u r e s  a s  n o th in g  o u t  o f  th e  o r d i n a r y ,  and p ro c e e d s  
to  c r u s h  them w i th  a  f a c i l i t y  w hich  p r o v id e s  a d i r e c t  co n ­
t r a s t  to  th e  e p i c  a c t i o n .  Y v a in 's  m o n s tro u s  a n t a g o n i s t s  a r e  
in d e e d  more p l o t  f u n c t i o n s  th a n  r e a l  f i g u r e s :  th e y  a p p e a r  i n
th e  n a r r a t i v e  o n ly  to  be d e f e a t e d  by th e  k n ig h t  on h i s  p a th
18tow ards  a t t a i n i n g  " p e r s o n a l  p e r f e c t i o n . "
The n a r r a t i v e  a c t i o n  u n d e r s c o re s  th e  p a t e n t l y  d im in ­
i s h e d  s t a t u r e  and f u n c t i o n  o f  th e  m o n s te r s  i n  Y v a in . The 
h ig h  p o i n t s  o f  th e  h e r o ' s  c a r e e r  a r e  d e p i c t e d  h e r e  i n  te rm s 
o f  a b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  a human r a t h e r  th a n  a m o n s tro u s  a d v e r s a r y .  
M onste rs  have  no a c t i v e  r o l e  a t  a l l  i n  th e  f i r s t  p a r t  o f  th e  
poem, w h ich  d e a l s  w i th  Y v a in 's  m e te o r ic  r i s e  to  fame a t  th e  
c o u r t .  The h e r o ' s  s u rg e  from  o b s c u r i t y  t o  p rom inence  i s  
im p lem en ted  s o l e l y  by v i c t o r i e s  o v e r  k n i g h t l y  o p p o n e n t s .
Y vain  d e m o n s t r a te s  th e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  m a r t i a l  p row ess f o r  th e  
f i r s t  t im e  a g a i n s t  E s c l a d o s ,  th e  d e f e n d e r  o f  th e  f o u n t a i n ,  
and i t  i s  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  w hich  s e r v e s  to  e s t a b l i s h  h i s  p o s i ­
t i o n  as  a k n i g h t  w e l l  w o rth y  o f  a d m ira t io n  and h o n o u r .
Y vain  c o n s o l i d a t e s  h i s  p o s i t i o n  by h i s  d e f e a t  o f  Kay and h i s  
m a n i fo ld  s u c c e s s e s  i n  k n i g h t l y  to u rn a m e n ts .  A f t e r  h i s  down­
f a l l ,  how ever, he f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  a d v e r s a r i e s  t h a t  i n c lu d e  
m o n s te rs  and "demons" as w e l l  as  men and k n i g h t s .  Y v a in ' s
■^Auerbach , p . 140 .
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m ost l e n g th y  and a rd u o u s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i s  th e  
combat a g a i n s t  G aw ain , and i t  i s  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  w hich  c l im a x e s  
h i s  a c t i v e  c a r e e r  i n  th e  poem.
As we lo o k  a t  th e  f i r s t  p h ase  o f  Y v a in 's  c a r e e r ,  th e  
n a r r a t i v e  a p p e a rs  f a i r l y  e p i c  i n  to n e  and te m p e r .  In  con­
t r a s t  to  th e  a c t i o n  i n  T r i s t a n , p h y s i c a l  p row ess  as  d i s p l a y e d  
on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d  i s  h e r e  th e  c r i t e r i o n  f o r  m e a su r in g  k n i g h t l y  
s t a t u r e .  Y v a in ’ s a c t i v i t y ,  how ever, i s  l i m i t e d  to  c o n f l i c t s  
a g a i n s t  human a n t a g o n i s t s .  The s i n g l e  m o n s t e r - f i g u r e  t h a t  
a p p e a r s  i n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  poem rem a in s  q u i t e  i n c i d e n t a l  
to  th e  main n a r r a t i v e  i n t e r e s t ,  and  h as  no s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e
i n  th e  main l i n e  o f  th e  a c t i o n .
R ig h t  from  th e  s t a r t  o f  Y v a in , we a r e  aw are o f  a
d i s t i n c t  change i n  a t t i t u d e  to w ard s  th e  m o n s te r s .  The e x i s t ­
ence  o f  th e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  a s p e c t  o f  N a tu re  i s  h e r e  in d e e d  ta k e n  
q u i t e  f o r  g r a n t e d  and  no lo n g e r  c a l l s  f o r  im m edia te  a c t i o n  on 
th e  p a r t  o f  th e  h e r o .  The f i r s t  s t r a n g e  c r e a t u r e  e n c o u n te r e d  
i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  may be b e s t  c a t e g o r i z e d  as a m an -m o n s te r .
He i s  n o t  e x a c t l y  a man, b u t  he i s  n o t  p r e c i s e l y  a m o n s te r  
e i t h e r .  The a p p e a ra n c e  o f  th e  s t a l w a r t  K eeper o f  th e  B u l l s  
i s  d e s c r ib e d  in  d e t a i l  by C a lo g r e n a n t , b u t  th e  em phasis  
rem a in s  on th e  s t r a n g e  and u n n a t u r a l  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  f i g u r e  
r a t h e r  th a n  h i s  p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h  o r  p ro w e ss .  The d e s c r i p t i o n  
i t s e l f ,  m o reo v e r ,  i n c o r p o r a t e s  f a r  too  many a n a lo g i e s  to  known 
b e a s t s  o f  n a t u r e  f o r  t h i s  c r e a t u r e  to  i n s p i r e  a n y th in g  o th e r  
th a n  w onder a t  h i s  p h y s i c a l  p e c u l i a r i t i e s .  B lack  i n  c o lo u r  
and huge in  h e i g h t , t h i s  w e ird  f i g u r e  has  a h ead  l a r g e r  th a n
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t h a t  o f  a h o r s e ,  eyes  l i k e  an ow l, a n o se  l i k e  a c a t ,  e a r s
l i k e  an e l e p h a n t ,  t e e t h  l i k e  a w i ld  b o a r ,  and jo w ls  s p l i t
l i k e  a w o lf ,  a s  w e l l  a s  a t w i s t e d  and hunched  backbone so
t h a t  h i s  c h in  s in k s  deep i n t o  h i s  c h e s t  ( 2 8 8 - 3 1 5 ) . ^  The
K eeper o f  t h e  B u l l s  i s  p r e s e n t e d  in d e e d  a s  more p h y s i c a l l y
deform ed th a n  p h y s i c a l l y  d a n g e ro u s .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y  enough,
t h e r e  i s  no b a t t l e ,  no c o n f l i c t  o f  any k in d .  The c r e a t u r e
f u n c t i o n s  h e r e  r a t h e r  a s  a v i s u a l  and v o c a l  s i g n p o s t  to
a d v e n tu re  th a n  a m enacing  o p p o n en t o r  a d v e r s a r y .  C a lo g re n a n t
a p p ro a c h e s  t h i s  m o n s tro u s  human w i th o u t  t r e p i d a t i o n  and engages
him i n  c o n v e r s a t i o n , w hereupon th e  k n ig h t  l e a r n s  o f  th e  m agic
f o u n t a i n  and  i s  d i r e c t e d  to w ard s  i t .  Y v a in 's  e n c o u n te r  w i th
th e  K eeper o f  th e  B u l l s  i s  i n  f a c t  m e re ly  n o te d  i n  p a s s i n g :
. . . S i  v i t  l e s  t o r s  e t  l e  v i l a i n ,
Qui l a  v o ie  l i  a n s e ig n a ;
Mes p lu s  de g a n t  f o i z  s e  s e ig n a  
De l a  m e r v o i l l e ,  que i l  o t ,
Coment N a tu re  f e i r e  s o t
O evre s i  l e i d e  e t  s i  v i l a i n n e .  (794-99)
[ .  . . h e  m et t h e  b u l l s  and th e  r u s t i c  b o o r  who 
showed him th e  way to  t a k e .  But more th a n  a 
h u n d red  t im e s  he c r o s s e d  h im s e l f  a t  s i g h t  o f  
th e  m o n s te r  b e f o r e  h im --how  N a tu re  h ad  e v e r  
b een  a b l e  to  form  su ch  a h id e o u s ,  u g ly  c r e a t u r e . ]
19 C h r e s t i e n  de T ro y e s '  Y v a in , ed . W endelin  F o e r s t e r ,  w i th  
an i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  n o t e s  and g l o s s a r y  by T. B. W. R e id  (1942; 
r p t .  M a n c h e s te r ,  E n g lan d : M a n c h es te r  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 4 8 ) .  
A l l  q u o t a t i o n s  from  th e  poem a r e  from  t h i s  e d i t i o n .  The 
E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t i o n  i s  t h a t  o f  W. W. Com fort i n  A r t h u r i a n  
Romances, as  su p p le m e n te d  w i th  an  I n t r o d u c t i o n  and N otes  by 
D. D. R. Owen, E v ery m an 's  L ib r a r y ,  No. 698 (1914; r p t .  New 
York: J.M . D ent 6c Sons L t d . ,  1 976 ) , pp . 180-269 .
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R e f e r r e d  t o  a s  a " m e r v o i l l e "  r a t h e r  th a n  as  a  m o n s te r ,  t h e  
K eeper o f  t h e  B u l l s  re m a in s  an unhappy q u i r k  o f  n a t u r e ,  a 
g r o te s q u e  f i g u r e  to  be  m a r v e l l e d  a t  r a t h e r  th a n  a fea rso m e  
c r e a t u r e  t o  be  r e g a r d e d  w i t h  t e r r o r ,  awe, o r  r e s p e c t .
A g a in , th o u g h  v i c t o r y  i n  b a t t l e  i s  h e r e ,  a s  i n  th e  
e p i c ,  d i r e c t l y  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  p e r s o n a l  w o r th ,  d e f e a t  and  d e a th  
a r e  no l o n g e r  synonym ous. The s u b s e q u e n t  Y v a in -E s c la d o s  f i g h t  
(811-907) does end w i th  th e  h e ro  h a v in g  s l a i n  h i s  o p p o n e n t ,  
b u t  Y v a in 1s n e x t  e n c o u n te r  w i th  Kay (2224-60)  s e r v e s  to  
d e m o n s t r a te  t h e  t y p i c a l l y  s w i f t  and b l o o d l e s s  n a t u r e  o f  
k n i g h t l y  c o n f r o n t a t i o n s .  S e a te d  on t h e i r  h o r s e s ,  l a n c e s  
a l i g n e d  a t  t h e  p r o p e r  a n g le ,  t h e  two a n t a g o n i s t s  r u s h  a t  each  
o t h e r .  The sh o ck  o f  c o n t a c t  i s  enough to  u n s e a t  Kay and make 
him f a l l  t o  t h e  g ro u n d  i n  d e f e a t .  The c o n f l i c t  i s  o v e r  w i th  
th e  p ro u d  and  m a l i c io u s  Kay s u f f e r i n g  m e re ly  a m i ld  d i s g r a c e ,  
th e  "po de h o n te "  (2240) t h a t  Y vain  so u g h t  to  i n f l i c t ,  and 
th e  e n t i r e  c o u r t  a p p la u d s  t h e  h e r o ' s  a c h ie v e m e n t .
As we t u r n  to  th e  second  p h a se  o f  Y v a in 's  a c t i v e
c a r e e r ,  m o re o v e r ,  i t  becomes e v i d e n t  t h a t  th e  n a r r a t i v e
em phasis  i s  n o t  on t h e  p h y s i c a l  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  com bats a s  i n
B eow ulf , b u t  on t h e  change d i s c e r n i b l e  i n  th e  h e r o .  The
20a c t i o n  i s  q u i t e  o b v io u s ly  c o n t r i v e d  to  i l l u s t r a t e  Y v a in 's
20As D oro thy  E v e r e t t  o b s e r v e s ,  i n  th e  rom ance "we a r e  
a lw ays c o n s c io u s  o f  th e  s t o r y - t e l l e r  and h i s  m a n ip u la t io n  o f  
e p is o d e  and c h a r a c t e r . "  See h e r  a r t i c l e ,  "A C h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  
o f  th e  E n g l i s h  M ed iev a l Rom ances,"  i n  Es s a y s  and S t u d i e s , by 
members o f  The E n g l i s h  A s s o c i a t i o n ,  VoT”. XV, c o l l e c t e d  by 
S i r  H e r b e r t  W arren  (O xfo rd : C la ren d o n  P r e s s ,  1 9 2 9 ) ,  p .  118.
97
inner growth, and the incidents serve directly as symbols 
of his moral progress. The knight fights in different kinds 
of situations against various kinds of antagonists, includ­
ing monsters. The narrative focus, however, remains on 
the hero's inward quality rather than his physical calibre. 
The monster-fights, again, function rather to indicate 
significant stages in the hero's personal development than 
as physical battles important in themselves in the manner 
of the epic action. The successive conflicts are clearly 
the interlocking units of a plot line designed to draw out 
the moral theme of the narrative, and each combat highlights 
Yvain1s increasing awareness of his social obligations as 
a knight of the realm.
The fight against Count Alier (3142-297) which 
initiates the active process of Yvain's rehabilitation is no 
knightly combat. It is rather a bloody battle undertaken to 
repel the invaders of the Dame de Noroison's township.
Here, Yvain has his one moment of epic grandeur. The hero 
fights with exemplary courage and consummate skill. He 
singlehandedly clears the guarded pass, leaving a swathe 
of destruction in his wake, and proceeds to decimate the 
enemy force. His valour and might inspire the other men of 
the town to give of their best as well, and the attackers are 
completely routed. Yvain pursues the Count mercilessly until 
he surrenders and sues for peace, and the threat of future 
attacks against the Dame de Noroison is thereby brought to an
end once  and f o r  a l l .  Y vain  s h in e s  i n  t h i s  b a t t l e  a s  a 
" v a i l l a n t  s o d o i i e r "  (3 1 9 9 ) ,  a s  an  o u t s t a n d i n g  w a r r i o r - k n i g h t . 
H is s t r e n g t h ,  s k i l l ,  and  s t r a t e g y  i n  b a t t l e  a r e  commented
i
upon a t  e x t e n s i v e  l e n g t h  by th e  awed to w n s fo lk  (3 1 9 9 -2 3 2 ) ,
and he i s  even  com pared f a v o u r a b ly  by th o s e  whom he a i d s  to
an  h e r o i c  f i g u r e  from  a  w e ll-k n o w n  ch aso n  de g e s t e , R o land  o f
R o n c e v a l le s  fame:
E t v e e z ,  com ant i l  l e t  f e t  
De l ' e s p e e ,  q u a n t  i l  l a  t r e t !
Onques ne  f i s t  de D u ra n d a r t  
R o lanz  des T urs  s i  g r a n t  e s s a r t
An Roncevaus ne  an  E sp a in g n e !  (3233-37)
[And s e e  how he  w ie ld s  t h e  sword when he  draws i t !
R o land  n e v e r  w rough t su ch  havoc w i th  D u ren d a l 
a g a i n s t  t h e  T urks a t  R onceva l o r  i n  S p a in ! ]
Y vain  f i g h t s ,  how ever, n o t  i n  any o v e r r i d i n g  r e l i g i o u s  and
p o l i t i c a l  c a u se  a s  R oland  d o e s , b u t  i n  t h e  d e fe n c e  o f  a  la d y
and h e r  p e o p le  a g a i n s t  a m arau d in g  f o e .  The a c t i o n  h e r e  i s
s i g n i f i c a n t  p r i m a r i l y  i n  t h a t  t h e  h e ro  a c t s  f o r  th e  f i r s t
tim e  i n  a t r u l y  n o b le  m anner w i th o u t  a s i n g l e  th o u g h t  o f
g a in in g  p e r s o n a l  h o n o u r  and renow n.
The p o l i t i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  a c t i o n s  have
in d e e d  no r e l e v a n c e  to  t h e  theme o r  p l o t  o f  th e  poem. T h is
s h i f t  i n  em phasis  becomes m ost e v id e n t  i n  t h e  v e r y  n e x t
e n c o u n te r  (3341 -92 )  w here  Y vain  f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  a f i r e - b r e a t h i n g
s e r p e n t ,  t h e  f i r s t  a c t u a l  m o n s te r  to  a p p e a r  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e .
U n lik e  t h e  m ig h ty  Dragon i n  B e o w u lf , t h i s  c r e a t u r e  i s  no
t h r e a t  to  t h e  s t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  w o r ld ,  n o r  a r e  i t s
r a v a g e s  such  as w ould  h o ld  an e n t i r e  n a t i o n  i n  t e r r o r  o f  i t s
d e s t r u c t i v e  f o r c e .  The d a n g e r  i t  r e p r e s e n t s ,  m o reo v e r ,  i s
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e x t r e m e ly  s p e c i f i c  and l o c a l i z e d .  When t h e  h e ro  comes upon 
t h e  a r e n a  o f  t h e  a c t i o n ,  t h e  s e r p e n t  i s  i n  f a c t  f u l l y  o c c u p ie d  
i n  h a r r y i n g  a  l i o n  t o  d e a th .  Though n o t  i n  any p e r i l  h i m s e l f ,  
Y vain  i s  moved t o  a c t i o n  by t h e  p l i g h t  o f  t h e  n o b le  l i o n .  
B rough t to  t h e  s c e n e  by t h e  " c r i  mout d o l e r e u s "  t h a t  a s s a i l s  
h i s  e a r s  (3 3 4 4 ) ,  he  e n t e r s  t h e  f r a y  o u t  o f  p i t y  f o r  th e  d i s ­
t r e s s e d  c r e a t u r e ,  "Que p i t i e z  l ' a n  sem ont e t  p r i e "  (3 3 7 3 ) ,  
and q u ic k ly  d i s p a t c h e s  t h e  s e r p e n t .  I n  s t r i k i n g  c o n t r a s t  t o  
th e  B eow ulf-D ragon  c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  how ever, one s e n te n c e  o f  
th e  n a r r a t i v e  h e r e  p ro v e s  s u f f i c i e n t  to  e x p r e s s  t h e  e n t i r e  
a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t  be tw een  h e ro  and m o n s te r :
A l ' e s p e e ,  q u i  s o e f  t r a n c h e ,
Va l e  f e l o n  s e r p a n t  r e q u e r r e ,
S i  l e  t r a n c h e  j u s q u 'a n  l a  t e r r e  
E t an  deus m e i t i e z  l e  t r o n q o n e ,
F i e r t  e t  r e f i e r t  e t  t a n t  l ' a n  done,
Que t o t  l e  dem ince e t  d e p i e c e .  (3376-81)
[W ith h i s  sw ord , w h ich  c u t s  so c l e a n ,  he  a t t a c k s  t h e  
w ick ed  s e r p e n t ,  f i r s t  c l e a v i n g  him th ro u g h  to  th e  
e a r t h  and c u t t i n g  him i n  two, th e n  c o n t in u in g  h i s  
b low s u n t i l  he  r e d u c e s  him to  t i n y  b i t s . ]
The b a t t l e  i t s e l f  re m a in s  d i s t i n c t l y  o n e - s id e d  and i s  s c a r c e l y
a r d u o u s . Y vain  does n o t  h ave  to  e x te n d  h i m s e l f  i n  overcom ing
th e  c r e a t u r e ,  and t h e  s e r p e n t  a p p e a r s  to  h av e  n o t  even th e
s l i g h t e s t  a b i l i t y  t o  r e t a l i a t e  o r  to  d e fe n d  i t s e l f  a g a i n s t
th e  h e r o ' s  a s s a u l t .  The p h y s i c a l  d e t a i l s  o f  t h i s  c o n f l i c t
rem a in  in d e e d  as  o b v io u s ly  u n im p o r ta n t  as  i t s  p o l i t i c a l
d im e n s io n s .  Of p e r t i n e n c e  h e r e  i s  r a t h e r  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Y vain
h as  e x e r t e d  h im s e l f  s p o n ta n e o u s ly  and  w i th  no r e g a r d  f o r  s e l f -
a g g ra n d iz e m e n t on b e h a l f  o f  a b e a s t  t o  w h ich  he  owes no
p e r s o n a l  o b l i g a t i o n  o f  any k in d .  The d e fe n c e  o f  th e  Dame de
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N o r o i s o n 's  town may be  ta k e n  as  t h e  h e r o ' s  g r a t e f u l  recom pense
f o r  t h e  l a d y ' s  c a r e  and  h o s p i t a l i t y  i n  h i s  t im e  o f  n e e d .  H ere ,
how ever, Y vain  goes "beyond th e  bounds o f  m ere d u t y , "  as
°1J u l i a n  H a r r i s  r e m a r k s , a n d  a l l i e s  h im s e l f  c l e a r l y  on th e  
s i d e  o f  j u s t i c e  a g a i n s t  a l l  fo rm s o f  e v i l  and w ic k e d n e ss  i n  
s o c i e t y .
Not o n ly  does Y v a in 's  r e s c u e  o f  t h e  l i o n  m ark an  
im p o r ta n t  s t a g e  i n  t h e  m o ra l  d eve lopm en t o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  
c h a r a c t e r ,  b u t  t h e  c r e a t u r e  i t s e l f  becomes an e x t re m e ly  s i g n i ­
f i c a n t  f i g u r e  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  t h a t  f o l lo w s .  I t  i s  t h e  l i o n ,  
w hich  now t r a v e l s  w i th  Y vain  as  h i s  f a i t h f u l  and  d e v o te d  
com panion, t h a t  i s  p r i m a r i l y  i n s t r u m e n t a l  i n  b r i n g i n g  th e  
h e r o ' s  s u c c e e d in g  b a t t l e s  to  a speedy  and s u c c e s s f u l  c o n c lu s io n .  
N e i th e r  e x p r e s s  commands n o r  lo c k e d  rooms can  p r e v e n t  t h i s  
n o b le  b e a s t  from  a i d i n g  Y vain  when he i s  i n  d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  as  
th e  o p p o s i t i o n  d i s c o v e r s  to  i t s  c o s t .  Y v a in 's  i d e n t i t y  as  a 
v a l i a n t  and w o rth y  k n i g h t ,  m o reo v e r ,  i s  h e r e a f t e r  i n e x t r i c a b l y  
bound up w i th  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  l i o n .  Y vain  p r e s e n t s  h im s e l f  
i n  a new g u i s e  as  t h e  a p p a r e n t l y  unknown " C h e v a l i e r  au  L io n ,"
and i t  i s  as  such  t h a t  he i s  now a c c e p te d  and p r a i s e d  by
22th o s e  whom he a i d s . The l i o n  c l e a r l y  f u n c t i o n s  i n  te rm s
^ " R o l e  o f  t h e  L io n ,"  p .  1147.
22As B a rb a ra  N elso n  S a r g e n t  o b s e r v e s ,  " a f t e r  t h e  h e r o ' s  
sudden m adness , f l i g h t ,  and sy m b o lic  s u i c i d e ,  a new p e r s o n ­
a l i t y  i s  b o rn ,  i d e n t i f i e d  by a new name: t h e  K n ig h t  o f  th e  
L io n . Under t h i s  name (one m ig h t  sa y :  m ask ),  t h e  h e ro  s lo w ly  
r e h a b i l i t a t e s  h im s e l f "  ("O ld  and New i n  th e  C h a ra c te r -D ra w in g  
o f  C h r e t i e n  de T r o y e s ,"  i n  I n n o v a t io n  i n  M ed iev a l L i t e r a t u r e :
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o f  th e  a c t i o n  and theme o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  a s  a  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e ,  
a s  a  means o f  d e n o t in g  p e rh a p s  some a s p e c t  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  c h a r ­
a c t e r  w h ich  r e s u r g e s  as  he  grows to w ard s  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l .
As John  S te v e n s  s u g g e s t s ,  t h e  l i o n  may b e  s e e n  a s  " Y v a in 's  
l o s t  ' t r o u t h e , '  h i s  l o y a l t y ;  and t h e i r  i n s e p a r a b l e  com panion­
s h ip ,  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  i n  b a t t l e ,  seems to  sy m b o l iz e  i n  Y vain
a f t e r  h i s  m adness (a  t r u l y  and  p i t i f u l l y  a n im a l  c o n d i t i o n )  t h e
23r e i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  t h e  pow ers o f  m an ,"  In  b r o a d e r  and more 
g e n e r a l  te rm s ,  how ever, t h e  l i o n  may a l s o  be s e e n  a s  t h e  symbol 
o f  t h e  s o c i a l  and m o ra l  j u s t i c e  i n  w hich  c a u se  th e  h e ro  now 
s e rv e s  and w hich  s t r e n g t h e n s  him i n  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  i n j u s t i c e  
and e v i l . ^
E ssay s  to  t h e  Memory o f  A lan  Markman, ed . D ouglas R a d c l i f f e -  
U n s te ad  ( P i t t s b u r g h ,  P e n n . : M ed ieva l S tu d ie s  Com m ittee o f  t h e  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  P i t t s b u r g h ,  1 971) , pp . 4 4 -4 5 ) .
23M ed iev a l Romance: Themes and A pproaches (New York: W.W. 
N orton  & Company, I n c . ,  1 9 7 3 ) ,  p .  I d .
24C h r e t i e n  t e l l s  u s  e x p l i c i t l y  t h a t  Y vain  a i d s  t h e  l i o n  
o u t  o f  " p i t i e "  f o r  th e  n o b le  c r e a t u r e  (3 3 7 3 ) ,  and  p i t y  was i n  
i t s e l f  r e g a r d e d  i n  th e  M idd le  Ages a s  a v i r t u o u s  q u a l i t y  co n ­
c o m ita n t  w i th  a s e n s e  o f  j u s t i c e .  G erv ase  M atthew  i l l u m i n a t e s  
t h i s  p o i n t  i n  h i s  a r t i c l e  " I d e a l s  o f  K n igh thood  i n  L a te - F o u r -  
t e e n t h  C e n tu ry  E n g la n d ,"  r p t .  i n  T w e n t ie th  C en tu ry  I n t e r p r e t a ­
t i o n s  o f  " S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , "  ed . D enton Fox 
(Englewood C l i f f s ,  N . J . :  P r e n t i c e - H a l l , I n c . ,  1 9 6 8 ) ,  pp . 6 8 -7 2 . 
He n o t e s :  " ' P i t i e '  seems e s s e n t i a l l y  a com passion  f o r  an  i n d i ­
v i d u a l  w h ich  f i n d s  e x p r e s s io n  i n  im m edia te  a c t i o n .  . . . The 
e p i t h e t  had  s u r v iv e d  i n t o  t h e  l a t e  M idd le  Ages from  th e  p r im ­
i t i v e  c o n c e p t io n  o f  t h e  h e ro  o f  th e  ch an so n  de g e s t e  a s  a 
' J u s t i c i e r , ' a  p u n i s h e r  o f  w ro n g -d o e rs ;  i t  rem a in d  l i n k e d  w i th  
i t "  (pp . 6 9 -7 0 ) .  M atthew  goes on to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  even  a s  l a t e  
as  th e  f o u r t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  t h e  te rm  " j u s t i c e "  w ould  be ta k e n  as  
" p r i m a r i l y  . . . [ r e f e r r i n g ]  to  n a t u r a l  e q u i t y "  (p . 7 0 ) .  H is 
s u g g e s t io n  h i g h l i g h t s  Y v a in 's  r o l e  i n  t h e  s e r p e n t - f i g h t  as  
th e  cham pion o f  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  and r e f l e c t s  upon h i s  s u b s e q u e n t  
f u n c t i o n  i n  s o c i e t y  a s  he b a t t l e s  a g a i n s t  i n j u s t i c e s  on th e  
s i d e  o f  t h e  d e f e n c e l e s s  and th e  o p p re s s e d .
1 0 2
The functional symbolism of the figure of the lion is
quite apparent in terms of the chivalric plane of the action
as presented in the narrative. We do not need to move into
the realm of Christian symbolism or allegory to understand its
significance. It is difficult to consider the lion "a symbol
25of Christ," as Julian Harris does, or to accept Tom Artin's 
interpretation of the animal as "the emblem of the resurrection
of true love within Yvain, the spiritual love [of God] of
2. 6which he is now capable." While Harris yet maintains a
delicate balance between the action as depicted and the
Christian symbolism he perceives therein, Artin reads Yvain
27in purely allegorical terms. Within the narrative itself,
^"Role of the Lion," p. 1148.
2 6The Allegory of Adventure: Reading Chretien's "Erec" and 
"Yvain11 (Lewisburg, Penn.: Bucknell University Press, 1974),
p. 222.
27Artin sees the action in Yvain as pure allegory. He 
feels that "the three episodes, the adventure at the foun­
tain, exile and madness, and his discovery and cure by the 
damsels, are indeed sacramental in character and represent 
the three parts of Christian initiation" (p. 216). He goes 
on to note that the "second half of the romance shows us 
Yvain's gradual spiritual perfection through a sequence of 
struggles with creatures who represent the dangers presented 
by the world to the Christian soul in this life" (p. 218). 
Artin's intepretation follows a line similar to that of 
Maxwell Luria who remarks that "Yvain1s career can be 
summarized as follows: after successfully sustaining the 
trial of the fountain and acquiring the spiritual or moral 
regeneration of its waters (a tropological equivalent of the 
anagogical vision of salvation which seems to be represented 
by the serene harmony after the storm), there is a backslid­
ing, then a recovery of spiritual status through the purga­
tive adventures which constitute the body of the romance,# 
and finally the reconciliation with Laudine, which signalizes
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however, there is nothing integrally Christian about the noble 
beast and its actions. Both Harris and Artin base their argu­
ments on extra-textual evidence, with primary emphasis on the 
Christian symbolism of the lion in the Bestiary tradition of 
the Middle Ages, but so divergent, and at times even contra­
dictory, are the meanings assigned to the creature within this 
28tradition, that we would be well advised to confine our
and caps that recovery" ("The Storm-making Spring and the 
Meaning of Chretien's Yvain," SP, LXIV (1967), 581).
Though the battles have greater symbolic significance as 
detailing the nature of Yvain1s moral development, the physi­
cal action itself is nevertheless quite realistic on its own 
plane. The figures involved in the action are not presented 
as personifications of abstract qualities, and the battles 
are not treated as allegorical conflicts. To consider, as 
Artin does, the serpent to be a representation of the Devil, 
or the conflict between Yvain and Harpin to be one between 
a Christian soldier and the Cardinal sin of Pride, is indeed 
to make too much of too little within the narrative itself.
28See Beryl Rowland, Animals with Human Faces: A Guide to 
Animal Symbolism (Knoxville, Tenn.: University of Tennessee 
Press, 1973), pp. 118-23. Rowland notes that in "terms of 
medieval theology, the lion was Christ" (p. 119). However, 
she goes on to observe: "Since the medieval mind was accus­
tomed to antithetical symbols, the lion could represent 
utterly opposing principles. In the most extreme form, Christ, 
the Lion of Judah, was set against the great adversary, the 
Devil, which "as a roaring lion walketh about, seeking whom 
he may devour" (I Peter v. 8). Who would not rush into the 
jaws of that lion, asked St. Augustine, if the Lion of Judah 
should not prevail? Thus Daniel's seven lions symbolized 
the Seven Deadly Sins, and Samson's lion might signify death 
or the Devil, since Samson's victory prefigured that of Christ. 
Some carvers even depicted the lion's jaws, instead of the 
whale's or dragon's maw, as the mouth of hell, showing the 
contorted faces of dead sinner's within" (pp. 119-20). More­
over, as Rowland points out, in pre-Christian and non-Christian 
societies the lion was always "emblematic of invincible power" 
and "also the symbol of watchfulness," the same symbolism 
persisting even in Christian times (p. 118). It is these 
general associations which illuminate our understanding of the 
figure of the lion rather than any specific Christian meaning.
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fo c u s  on t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i t s e l f  and  d e a l  w i th  i t  on i t s  own 
t e r m s .
The i n c r e a s i n g  em phasis  on th e  b a t t l e s  as  i n d i c a t i n g  
th e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  m o ra l  p r o g r e s s  becomes c l e a r  i n  th e  
k n i g h t 1s n e x t  a d v e n t u r e s . Y vain  t a k e s  s h e l t e r  f o r  a n i g h t  
a t  a c a s t l e  and i s  im p lo re d  by h i s  h o s t  t o  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  t h e  
c r u e l  g i a n t ,  H a rp in  de l a  M o n ta ig n e . The h e ro  h e s i t a t e s - -  
n o t  o u t  o f  f e a r  f o r  h i s  l i f e  b u t  b e c a u s e  he h as  a l r e a d y  
p le d g e d  h im s e l f  to  f i g h t  on L u n e t e 's  b e h a l f  a t  noon th e  n e x t  
day . The c o n f l i c t  t h a t  a r i s e s  be tw een  Y v a in 's  o b l i g a t i o n  to  
honour h i s  p ro m ise  to  L u n e t e - - t o  whom he owes a  p e r s o n a l  
d e b t  o f  g r e a t  m a g n i tu d e - - a n d  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n  to  th e  k n i g h t l y  
code i s  h e r e  o f  f a r  g r e a t e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  th a n  th e  p h y s i c a l  
b a t t l e s .  I t  i s  th ro u g h  Y v a in 's  m e n ta l  c o n f l i c t ,  d i r e c t l y  
p r e s e n t e d  (3 9 9 2 -4 0 5 ) ,  t h a t  we g r a s p  h i s  g row ing  s e n s e  o f  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  As J u l i a n  H a r r i s  n o t e s :  "The e a s y  w a y --a n d  
p e r f e c t l y  h o n o r a b le ,  o f  c o u r s e - - w o u ld  be  f o r  him to  f o r g e t  
a b o u t  e v e r y t h in g  b u t  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n  to  L u n e te .  But h i s  co n ­
s c i e n c e  w i l l  n o t  l e t  him o f f  so e a s i l y :  he  i s  d e e p ly  g r i e v e d
a t  th e  unhappy and u n j u s t  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  to  be found  i n  
29th e  c a s t l e . "  Y vain  t r i e s  to  a c h ie v e  a com prom ise. He 
a g re e s  to  f i g h t  t h e  g i a n t ,  b u t  o n ly  i f  he can  do so e a r l y  
enough so a s  n o t  to  b a r  him from  k e e p in g  h i s  p le d g e  to  L u n e te .  
The n e x t  m o rn in g , Y v a in 's  a n g u is h  i s  g r e a t .  The g i a n t  has  
n o t  y e t  a p p e a re d  and he c a n n o t  d e la y  h i s  d e p a r t u r e  much
^"Role of the Lion," p. 1150.
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l o n g e r ,  b u t  he  i s  u n a b le  to  s im p ly  le a v e  th e  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f
th e  c a s t l e  a t  t h e  m ercy  o f  H a rp in .  F i n a l l y ,  a s  H a r r i s
o b s e r v e s ,  t h e  h e ro  i s  f o r c e d  i n t o  m aking " t h e  d i f f i c u l t  b u t
30c o r r e c t  d e c i s i o n  to  g o . "  At th e  v e ry  moment o f  h i s  d e p a r ­
t u r e ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  g i a n t  a p p e a r s ,  and  th u s  " h i s  m e t t l e  
i s  d o u b ly  tested.""* '* '
Y vain*s b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  H a rp in  (4196-245) i s  n o t  as  
o n e - s id e d  a s  t h a t  a g a i n s t  t h e  s e r p e n t ,  b u t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  
r e s o l u t i o n  i s  h e r e  a g a in  n e v e r  i n  d o u b t .  The g i a n t  h im s e l f  
comes a c r o s s  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  more as  a l a s c i v i o u s  and  a r r o ­
g a n t  b u l l y  th a n  a fe a rso m e  m o n s te r  w i th  s u p e r n a t u r a l  p o w e rs .
I t  i s  H a r p i n 's  th w a r te d  l u s t  f o r  a  b e a u te o u s  m aiden  t h a t  
d r i v e s  him i n t o  a c t i o n .  H is d e s t r u c t i v e  ram page, m o reo v e r ,  
i s  n o t  o n ly  r e s t r i c t e d  to  t h e  im m ed ia te  e n v i ro n s  o f  th e  
c a s t l e ,  b u t  i s  p o in t e d  to w ard s  t h e  s p e c i f i c  p u rp o se  o f  f o r c i n g  
i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  i n t o  su b m is s io n  to  h i s  demand. Y vain  h im s e l f  
a n t i c i p a t e s  no r e a l  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  d e a l i n g  w i th  t h i s  m o n s te r ,  
and so i t  p r o v e s .  Though th e  g i a n t  f i g h t s  w i th  a l l  h i s  m ig h t 
and m a in , he  i s  q u i c k ly  overcom e i n  com bat. The im p o r ta n c e  
o f  t h e  a i d  r e n d e r e d  by t h e  l i o n  to  th e  h e r o ,  how ever, i s  n o t  
to  be d i s c o u n te d .  Unasked and u n b id d e n ,  i t  s p r in g s  to  Y v a in 's  
d e fe n c e  when th e  k n i g h t  i s  s tu n n e d  by a p o w e rfu l  blow  from  
H a rp in ,  th u s  g iv in g  him t im e  t o  r e c o v e r  and resum e th e  a s s a u l t .
■*^"Role o f  t h e  L io n , "  p . 1151. 
■^"Role o f  t h e  L io n , "  p . 1151.
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Y vain  th e n  lo p s  o f f  t h e  m o n s t e r 's  arm, and w i th  t h e  v e r y  n e x t  
s t r o k e  t h e  g i a n t  f a l l s  dead  to  t h e  g ro u n d . H aving a c c o m p lish ed  
h i s  aim , th e  h e ro  d a sh e s  o f f  w i th o u t  f u r t h e r  d e la y  to  p r e s e n t  
h im s e l f  a t  L u n e t e 's  t r i a l  a s  h e r  cham pion a g a i n s t  t h e  t h r e e  
v i l l a i n o u s  a c c u s o r s .  U ndaunted  by h a v in g  to  f a c e  a l l  t h r e e  
t o g e t h e r ,  and i n  no s e n s e  w eakened by th e  p r e c e d in g  f i g h t  
a g a i n s t  H a rp in ,  Y vain  c o n f r o n t s  t h e  v i l l a i n s  s in g l e h a n d e d l y . 
T h is  b a t t l e  (4475-558) i s  a  more a rd u o u s  and d i f f i c u l t  one. 
Though Y vain  m anages to  h o ld  h i s  own f o r  a w h i l e ,  he  i s  soon 
h a r d - p r e s s e d  by s h e e r  w e ig h t  o f  num bers . I n  t h i s  t r i a l  by 
com bat, how ever, j u s t i c e  c a n n o t  be  e x c lu d e d  o r  d e n ie d .  The 
l i o n ,  th o u g h  o r d e r e d  by Y vain  ( a t  t h e  v i l l a i n s '  cow ard ly  
r e q u e s t )  n o t  to  i n t e r v e n e  i n  t h e  f i g h t ,  c a n n o t  r e f r a i n  from  
a i d in g  th e  h e ro  when i t  s e e s  him i n  d an g e r  o f  d e f e a t .  I t  
s p r in g s  o n to  th e  b a t t l e f i e l d ,  and a t t a c k s  one o f  th e  v i l l a i n s  
to  le a v e  him on th e  p o i n t  o f  d e a th .  I t  th e n  p ro c e e d s  to  f i g h t  
a t  th e  h e r o ' s  s i d e  a g a i n s t  t h e  o t h e r s ,  who f i n a l l y  concede .
W ith j u s t i c e  so  o b v io u s ly  on h i s  s i d e ,  Y vain  c a n n o t  b u t  p r e ­
v a i l ,  and  once a g a in  we se e  R ig h t  t r iu m p h in g  o v e r  M igh t.
As th e  e t h i c a l  c o n c e rn s  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  become more 
c l e a r l y  d e f in e d ,  so t h e  sy m b o lic  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  
a c t i o n  becomes more p ronounced . Y vain  comes th ro u g h  th e  t e s t  
o f  h i s  k n i g h t l y  f i b r e  w i th  f l y i n g  c o l o u r s :  he does n o t  f a i l  
L u n e te ,  n o r  does he f a i l  i n  h i s  d u ty  to w ard s  h i s  h o s t  and th e  
k in  o f  h i s  f r i e n d  Gawain. The b a t t l e s  w hich  s e r v e  to  h i g h ­
l i g h t  t h e  h e r o ' s  d e v e lo p in g  s o c i a l  c o n s c ie n c e ,  how ever, a r e
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i n  th e m s e lv e s  t r e a t e d  i n  an e x t r e m e ly  c a s u a l  m anner a s  e v e r y ­
day e v e n t s ,  a s  deeds  t h a t  any  t r u l y  w o rth y  k n i g h t  s h o u ld ,  
and w ou ld , be  a b l e  to  p e r fo rm .  Y vain  n o t  o n ly  d i s p o s e s  o f  a 
g i a n t  b u t  d e f e a t s  t h r e e  o t h e r  a n t a g o n i s t s  i n  h a r d  com bat, a l l  
i n  t h e  same m o rn in g . The f a c t ,  how ever, i s  n o t  c o n s id e r e d  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e m a rk a b le .  T h ere  i s  y e t  a n o t h e r  g i a n t  t h a t  
Y vain  s l a y s  s h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  b u t  so u n im p o r ta n t  a r e  th e  
a c t u a l  e n c o u n te r s  t h a t  t h i s  b a t t l e  i s  p a s s e d  o f f  i n  a c o n v e r ­
s a t i o n  be tw een  two m in o r  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e :
11. . . A  c e l e  p o r t e  l a  d e f o r s
Demain p o r r o i z  v e o i r  l e  c o r s
D 'un  g r a n t  j a i a n t ,  que i l  t u a
S i  t o s t  que g u e i r e s  n ' i  s u a . "  (4915-18)
[ " .  . . O u ts id e  y o n d e r  g a t e  you may s e e  tom orrow  t h e  
body o f  a m ig h ty  g i a n t  whom he s le w  w i th  such  e a s e  
t h a t  he  h a r d l y  had  to  s w e a t . " ]
The p r a i s e w o r th y  e x t e n t  o f  th e  h e r o ' s  p h y s i c a l  p row ess  i s  n o t
an i s s u e  open f o r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  and so r e c e i v e s  no e l a b o r a t i o n .
At th e  c a s t l e  o f  Pesme A v a n tu re ,  how ever, Y vain  h as  
a n o th e r  a rd u o u s  b a t t l e  on h i s  hands  a g a i n s t  t h e  h a lf -h u m a n  
c r e a t u r e s  f a t h e r e d  by a " d e a b le "  (5271) upon a woman. Though 
a t  t im e s  r e f e r r e d  to  as  " d e a b le s "  (5337, 5 4 6 8 ) ,  t h e s e  two 
a d v e r s a r i e s  a r e  d e a l t  w i th  more as  hum ans: th e y  lo o k  l i k e  
men, f i g h t  i n  th e  same m anner t h a t  men do, and succumb to  
d e a th  i n  p h y s i c a l  com bat. N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  Y vain  i s  i n  s e r i o u s  
d an g e r  i n  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  (5 5 7 0 -6 6 5 ) .  Not o n ly  do th e  o p p o n en ts  
c a r r y  s h i e l d s  w h ich  no human sword may p e n e t r a t e ,  b u t  th e  
l i o n  i s  s e c u r e l y  p e n t  up i n  a room. The h e ro  f i g h t s  b r a v e l y  
and w e l l ,  b u t  h e  i s  soon r e d u c e d  to  d e s p e r a t e  s t r a i t s .  H is
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m ig h ty  b low s a r e  r e n d e r e d  q u i t e  i n e f f e c t i v e  by th e  m a g ic a l  
s h i e l d s  o f  h i s  a d v e r s a r i e s ,  w h i le  h i s  own p r o t e c t i v e  h e lm e t  
and s h i e l d  a r e  h ac k ed  to  p i e c e s .  Y vain  s t r u g g l e s  on n o n e th e ­
l e s s ,  and p u sh e s  h i m s e l f  to  t h e  u tm o s t  even as  d e f e a t  s t a r e s  
him i n  t h e  f a c e .  F o r t u n a t e l y  f o r  t h e  h e r o ,  how ever, t h e  l i o n  
b r e a k s  f r e e  o f  i t s  c o n f in e m e n t  and  e n t e r s  t h e  f r a y .  T h e re ­
a f t e r ,  t h e  b a t t l e  i s  q u ic k ly  c o n c lu d e d .  The n o b le  b e a s t  
pounces upon one o f  t h e  o p p o n e n t s , and  e l i m i n a t e s  him from  
th e  combat by m a u lin g  him s e v e r e l y .  The o t h e r  c r e a t u r e ,  n o t in g  
h i s  com pan ion ' s p r e d i c a m e n t , moves to  h i s  a i d  o n ly  to  m eet 
w i th  h i s  own d e a th .  As he t u r n s ,  he  l e a v e s  h i s  b ac k  u n p r o t e c ­
t e d  by th e  s h i e l d ,  and  th e  h e ro  s e i z e s  t h i s  o p p o r t u n i t y  to  
d e c a p i t a t e  h i s  enemy:
La t e s t e  nue  e t  l e  c o l  nu
L i  a  l i  g lo z  ab an d o n e ,^
E t i l  l i  a t e l  cop done,
Que l a  t e s t e  d e l  bu l i  r e t
S i  s o a v e t ,  que mot n ' a n  s e t .  (5654-58 )
[When th e  r a s c a l  exposed  to  him h i s  b a r e  h ead  and
n e c k ,  he  d e a l t  him such  a blow  t h a t  he  sm ote h i s
head  from  h i s  s h o u ld e r s  so q u i e t l y  t h a t  t h e  f e l l o w
n e v e r  knew a  word a b o u t  i t . ]
The b a t t l e  i t s e l f  h as  a d i s t i n c t  e p i c  q u a l i t y ,  b u t  
i t  rem a in s  u n d e v e lo p e d .  Though th e  a c t i o n  h e r e  p a r a l l e l s  
t h a t  o f  th e  Beowulf-Dam e n c o u n te r ,  th e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t  
i s  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t .  L ik e  B eow ulf, Y vain  p ro v e s  h im s e l f  w o rth y  
i n  t h i s  s e v e r e  t e s t  o f  h i s  w i l l  and p u rp o s e  by r e f u s i n g  to  
su b m it ta m e ly  to  d e f e a t .  The ou tcom e, a g a in ,  i s  r e s o l v e d  i n  
a s i m i l a r  f a s h i o n  w i th  th e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  some h i g h e r  pow er. 
H ere , how ever, t h e  sym bolism  p re d o m in a te s  and i n  f a c t  t a k e s
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o v e r  th e  a c t i o n .  The e p i c  h e ro  d i s p l a y s  a r e m a rk a b le  d e g re e  
o f  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  i n  com bat, and s l a y s  th e  enemy w i th o u t  
d i r e c t  e x t e r n a l  a i d .  I n  Y v a in 's  c a s e ,  J u s t i c e  r a n g e s  i t s e l f  
i n  p h y s i c a l  form  on h i s  s i d e  and a c t i v e l y  a i d s  him i n  d e f e a t ­
in g  t h e  enemy. The m o ra l  and e t h i c a l  i s s u e s  u n d e r ly in g  th e  
a c t i o n  a r e  o b v io u s ly  o f  f a r  g r e a t e r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  th a n  th e  
c o n f l i c t  i t s e l f ,  and  th e  same d e g re e  o f  p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h  
and f o r t i t u d e  r e q u i r e d  o f  t h e  e p i c  h e ro  a r e  no l o n g e r  demanded 
o f  t h e  k n i g h t .
A g a in , i t  i s  m ost i n f o r m a t i v e  to  n o te  t h a t  a b low  
d e l i v e r e d  from  th e  back  i n  no way d e t r a c t s  from  Y v a in 's  
s u c c e s s .  The n a r r a t i v e  makes e x p l i c i t  t h a t  t h e  h e ro  would 
have  had  to  be t o t a l l y  in s a n e ,  o r  " f o s "  (5 6 4 9 ) ,  t o  l e t  su ch  a 
g o ld e n  o p p o r t u n i t y  s l i p  b y . In  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  e p i c  a c t i o n ,  
th e n ,  i t  i s  w in n in g  t h a t  i s  a l l - i m p o r t a n t  h e r e  r a t h e r  th a n  
f i g h t i n g  t h e  good f i g h t .  The i n t e r e s t  l i e s  n o t  so much i n  
th e  e t h i c s  o f  p h y s i c a l  combat as  i n  th e  i d e a  o f  m o ra l  v i c t o r y .  
The s t r e s s  i s  on th e  t r iu m p h a n t  c o n c lu s io n  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t  
r a t h e r  th a n  on th e  h e r o i c  means by w hich  i t  i s  e f f e c t e d .
The n a r r a t i v e  f o c u s ,  m o reo v e r ,  re m a in s  e x p l i c i t l y  on 
th e  h e r o ' s  m o t iv e s  o f  a c t i o n .  T h is  t im e ,  Y vain  i s  u n d e r  no 
p e r s o n a l  o b l i g a t i o n  o f  any k in d  to  in v o lv e  h im s e l f  i n  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n  a t  t h e  c a s t l e .  He f i g h t s  f r e e l y  and w i l l i n g l y  on 
b e h a l f  o f  th e  t h r e e  h u n d red  c a p t i v e  m aidens and , i n  so  d o in g ,  
he d e m o n s t r a te s  h i s  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  h i s  k n i g h t l y  f u n c t i o n  
and h i s  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  h i s  s o c i a l  d u t i e s .  The p o l i t i c a l  i m p l i ­
c a t i o n s  o f  t h e , a c t i o n  i n  w hich  he  i s  in v o lv e d ,  th o u g h  o b v io u s ,
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a r e  once a g a in  o f  n e g l i g i b l e  v a l u e  i n  t h e  poem. Y vain  d e l i v e r s  
t h e  m aidens  from  t h e i r  p l i g h t ,  b u t  t h e  deed  re m a in s  m e re ly  an 
i n c i d e n t  i n  th e  h e r o ' s p e r s o n a l  c a r e e r  to  w h ich  h e  s p a r e s  no 
th o u g h t  once  he  h a s  a c c o m p l ish e d  h i s  p u rp o s e .  Nor does t h e  
n a r r a t i v e  s low  i t s  p ac e  to  d i l a t e  upon t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  o f  th e  
King o f  t h e  I s l e  o f  Damsels from  p a y in g  th e  ig n o m in io u s  t r i b u t e  
o f  t h i r t y  m aidens  ea c h  y e a r .  The n a r r a t i v e  q u i c k ly  moves on, 
a lo n g  w i th  Y v a in , t o  th e  n e x t  b a t t l e  and th e  c a s e  o f  t h e  N o ire  
E sp in e  s i s t e r s .
A p p r o p r i a t e l y  enough, Y v a in 's  p e r i o d  o f  t r i a l  ends a t
th e  same p l a c e  w here  h i s  t r o u b l e s  a l l  b e g a n - - a t  t h e  c o u r t .
Y vain  h as  p ro v e d  h im s e l f  c a p a b le  and m o r a l ly  r e s p o n s i b l e  a s  a
k n ig h t  i n  th e  w o rld  o u t s i d e  th e  c o u r t .  Now he  comes f a c e  to
f a c e  i n  combat w i th  Gawain, t h e  acknow ledged  "e x e m p la r  and
32m odel o f  t h e  c o u r t . "  I t  i s  Y vain , how ever, who f i g h t s  h e r e  
i n  a j u s t  c a u se  f o r  Gawain, s u r p r i s i n g l y  enough, cham pions 
th e  c la im  o f  t h e  w ick ed  E sp in e  s i s t e r  who se e k s  t o  d e f r a u d  
th e  o t h e r  o f  h e r  r i g h t f u l  s h a r e  o f  th e  i n h e r i t a n c e .  The l i o n  
h as  no p a r t  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  t h i s  f i n a l  c o n f l i c t  (6106-228) . 
Y v a in 's  r e g e n e r a t i o n  i s  c o m p le te ,  h i s  m o ra l  p o s i t i o n  i s  
u n a s s a i l a b l e ,  and h i s  e f f o r t  i n  t h e  c a u se  o f  j u s t i c e  i s  
u n d e r ta k e n  b e f o r e  t h e  same company t h a t  w i tn e s s e d  h i s  e a r l i e r  
d e b a c le .  The two k n i g h t s ,  b o th  i n c o g n i t o ,  f i g h t  lo n g  and 
h a r d .  They b lo o d y  t h e i r  sw ords a g a in  and a g a in ,  b u t  n e i t h e r
32W. A. N i t z e ,  "The C h a r a c te r  o f  G auvain  i n  t h e  Romances 
o f  C h r e t i e n  de T r o y e s ,"  MP, L (1 9 5 2 -5 3 ) ,  222.
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i s  a b l e  t o  g a i n  t h e  a d v a n ta g e .  N ig h t  f a l l s ,  and  s t i l l  th e  
s t r u g g l e  f o r  p h y s i c a l  suprem acy  goes on, f o r  t h e  two oppo­
n e n t s  a r e  m ost e v e n ly  m a tched  i n  s k i l l  and  s t r e n g t h .  The 
c o n f r o n t a t i o n  i t s e l f  u l t i m a t e l y  ends i n  a s t a l e m a t e :  Y vain  
and Gawain d i s c o v e r  each  o t h e r ' s  i d e n t i t i e s ,  and  ea ch  magnan­
im o u s ly  co n ced es  t h e  h o n o u rs  o f  th e  b a t t l e  to  th e  o t h e r .  
However, a s  H a r r i s  o b s e r v e s ,  " t h e  f a c t  re m a in s  t h a t  Y vain  
w ould  s u r e l y  h av e  won [b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  r i g h t e o u s n e s s  o f  h i s
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c a u se ]  and y e t  humbly r e f u s e d  to  c a r r y  o f f  th e  v i c t o r y . "
The h e r o ' s  d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  d e f e a t ,  made b e f o r e  t h a t  o f  Gawain, 
th u s  becomes a g e s t u r e  d e n o t in g  th e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  m e n ta l  and 
e m o tio n a l  m a t u r a t i o n .  I t  i s  a g e s t u r e  o f  k n i g h t l y  h u m i l i t y  
w hich  p r o v id e s  a  d i r e c t  c o n t r a s t  to  th e  o b s e s s iv e  d r i v e  f o r  
p e r s o n a l  g lo r y  he  e x h i b i t s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  s t a g e  o f  h i s  c a r e e r .  
M oreover, th o u g h  Y vain  may n o t  g a in  a v i c t o r y  o v e r  Gawain i n  
p h y s i c a l  t e r m s , he  em erges c l e a r l y  th e  v i c t o r  i n  m o ra l  te rm s .  
The n a r r a t i v e  makes e x p l i c i t  t h a t  w h ereas  Gawain t r e a t s  t h i s  
b a t t l e  a s  j u s t  a n o t h e r  k n i g h t l y  game, Y vain  r e g a r d s  i t  a s  a 
m o ra l  c a u s e .  The v a l i d i t y  o f  Y v a in 's  p o s i t i o n  i s  a p p a r e n t  to  
a l l ,  and A r th u r ,  t h e  r i g h t f u l  a r b i t e r  o f  j u s t i c e ,  r e s o l v e s  
th e  i s s u e  o f  t h e  r i v a l  c la im s  o f  t h e  N o ire  E sp in e  s i s t e r s  
a c c o r d in g ly .
As J a c k s o n  p i t h i l y  sums up : "At t h e  end o f  th e  poem 
C h r e t i e n  h as  b ro u g h t  h i s  h e ro  to  an  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  k n ig h th o o d
"^"Role of the Lion," p. 1161.
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i n  t h e  w o r ld  and h a s  a l s o  r a i s e d  him to  a d e g re e  o f  m o ra l  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and s o c i a l  aw a re n ess  f a r  s u p e r i o r  to  t h a t  o f  
t h e  A r t h u r i a n  c o u r t  r e p r e s e n t e d  by Gawain. The r e l a t i o n  w i th  
L au d in e , w hich  began  as  a t o t a l l y  c o n v e n t io n a l  " f a l l i n g - i n -  
l o v e , "  h as  th u s  s e r v e d  i t s  p u rp o s e  i n  b r i n g i n g  a b o u t  th e
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m a t u r i t y  o f  t h e  h e r o . "  Y v a in 's  a b r o g a t io n  o f  h i s  d u ty  
to w ard s  L au d in e  f o r c e s  him to  r e - e v a l u a t e  h im s e l f  and  h i s  
p o s i t i o n  a s  a k n i g h t ;  th ro u g h  h i s  s u b s e q u e n t  a d v e n tu r e s ,  he  
r e v e a l s  h i s  g row ing  s e n s e  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Y v a in 's  d e c l a r ­
a t i o n  o f  d e v o te d  s e r v i c e  to  L au d in e  p ro v e s  h o l lo w ; i n  th e  
s e r v i c e  o f  th e  weak and o p p re s s e d  i n  s o c i e t y ,  he redeem s 
h im s e l f .  I n  Y v a in , a s  J e a n  F r a p p i e r  o b s e r v e s ,  C h r e t i e n  
o f f e r s  " a  l e s s o n  i n  wisdom and  n o b i l i t y , "  and th e  a c t i o n  
r e c o r d s  th e  m anner i n  w hich  th e  " g u i l t  o f  th e  l o v e r  was a to n e d  
f o r  by th e  deeds o f  t h e  k n ig h t .
f \ /
"The P rob lem s o f  Com m unication i n  t h e  Romances o f  
C h r e t i e n  de T r o y e s ,"  i n  M ed iev a l L i t e r a t u r e  and F o l k l o r e  
S t u d i e s , ed . Je rom e Mandel and B ruce A. R osenberg  (New 
B runsw ick , N . J . :  R u tg e r s  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 0 ) ,  p . 48.
35 " C h r e t i e n  de T r o y e s ,"  i n  A r t h u r i a n  L i t e r a t u r e  i n  th e  
M iddle Ages: A C o l l a b o r a t i v e  H i s t o r y , ecT R.oger Sherman 
Loomis (1959; r p t .  O xfo rd : C la re n d o n  P r e s s ,  1 9 5 9 ) ,  
p . 184.
For an i n t e r e s t i n g  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  e t h i c a l  norms as  
t r e a t e d  by C h r e t i e n  and o t h e r  romance w r i t e r s ,  s e e  S k l u t e ' s  
"A m biguity  o f  E t h i c a l  Norms i n  C o u r t ly  Rom ance." S k lu te  
rem arks  t h a t  "rom ance shows an i n t e r e s t  i n  p sy c h o lo g y  and 
p s y c h o lo g iz in g  w i th  r e s p e c t  to  a c h a r a c t e r  and  h i s  a c t i o n s "  
(p . 3 2 2 ) .  The e p i s o d i c  s t r u c t u r e  i n  rom ance n a r r a t i v e s  
f u n c t io n s  th u s  " a s  a  c o r r e l a t i v e  to  th e  a n a l y t i c  and e x p e r i ­
m e n ta l  im p u lse "  (p .  328) i n  th e  w r i t e r ,  who "shows more 
co n c e rn  w i th  a n a ly z in g  e p i s o d e s  from  a t h e o r e t i c a l  p o i n t  o f  
v iew  th a n  w i th  p r o j e c t i n g  a c o n s i s t e n t  e t h i c a l  sy s tem  upon 
th e  w hole" (p . 3 2 7 ) .  However, a s  S k lu te  goes on to
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The c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  i n  Y vain  i s  th u s  c l e a r l y  an  i n ­
t e r n a l  o ne , a c o n f l i c t  w h ich  t a k e s  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e  p sy ch e  o f  
th e  h e ro  r a t h e r  th a n  w i t h i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld .  The i n t e r e s t  
l i e s  n o t  i n  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  s t r u g g l e s  a g a i n s t  p h y s i c a l  a d v e r ­
s a r i e s  as  i n  th e  e p i c ,  b u t  i n  h i s  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  h i m s e l f ,  i n  
h i s  e f f o r t  to  f u l f i l l  h i s  t r u e  h e r o i c  p o t e n t i a l  and a c h ie v e  
s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n .  P h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  i s  h e r e  d ep lo y e d  as  a means 
o f  i n d i c a t i n g  p e r s o n a l  g ro w th  i n  c h a r a c t e r ,  and th e  m o n s te r -  
f i g h t s  become e s s e n t i a l l y  sy m b o lic  u n i t s  w i t h i n  a p l o t  l i n e  
e x p l i c a t i n g  a m o ra l  them e. The fo c u s  i s  n o t  on t h e  b a t t l e s  
th e m s e lv e s ,  b u t  on t h e  h e r o ' s  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  change and inw ard  
deve lopm en t as  c h a r t e d  th ro u g h  th e  c o u r s e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  
a c t i o n .
In  th e  C o n t i n e n t a l  rom ances o f  Y vain  and T r i s t a n , 
th e n ,  th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  moves i n  d i r e c t i o n s  q u i t e  d iv e r g e n t  from  
t h a t  o f  e p i c  song . The h e ro -m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t s  a r e  s t i l l  d e p i c t e d  
as p h y s i c a l  f i g h t s  to  t h e  d e a th  i n  t h e  m anner o f  th o s e  in  
B eow ulf . B oth T r i s t a n  and Y vain  a c t i v e l y  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  s p e c i ­
f i c  s i t u a t i o n s  w i t h i n  th e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld ,  and s l a y  m o n s te rs  
d e l i n e a t e d  as  p e r p e t r a t o r s  o f  p h y s i c a l  ty r a n n y  and i n j u s t i c e  
w i th in  s o c i e t y .  The p h y s i c a l  d im e n s io n s  o f  th e  b a t t l e s  them­
s e l v e s ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a r e  o f  f a r  l e s s  im p o r ta n c e  i n  th e s e
p o in t  o u t ,  " t h e r e  a r e  some w r i t e r s  who i n d i c a t e  a d e s i r e  to  
a r r i v e  a t  a u n i f i e d  v i s i o n  by th e  end ."  In  Y v a in , in d e e d ,  
C h r e t i e n  " p r e s e n t s  a c o n s i s t e n t  and c o h e r e n t  e x a m in a t io n  o f  th e  
p rob lem  i t  e s t a b l i s h e s  and an a t te m p te d  s y n t h e s i s  by th e  end o f  
th e  c o m p le x i t i e s  w h ich  th e  p ro b lem  p r e s e n t s  to  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  
c o n s c io u s n e s s "  (p . 3 2 8 ) .
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n a r r a t i v e s  th a n  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  c o m ic - p a ro d ic  and sy m b o lic  
f u n c t i o n s . I f  t h e  w o r ld  o f  m e d ie v a l  rom ance had  c o n ta in e d  o n ly  
T r i s t a n  and  Y vain  and  t h e i r  s t r a i n ,  t h e  r e l e v a n c e  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  
P l o t  on t h e  p h y s i c a l  p l a n e  w ould  be a l r e a d y  m oribund  i n  l i t e r a r y  
a r t .  T h e re  i s ,  how ever, a n o t h e r  m a jo r  work to  be  c o n s id e r e d  i n  
th e  E n g l i s h  m e d ie v a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  and i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  
K n ig h t t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  in d e e d  v e r y  much a l i v e .
CHAPTER IV
THE RESURGENCE IN SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT
The H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  c e n t r a l  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  S i r  
Gawain and t h e  G reen  K n ig h t . U n l ik e  t h e  h e r o - m o n s te r  b a t t l e s  
i n  t h e  C o n t in e n t a l  rom ances , t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  b e ­
tw een Gawain and  t h e  m o n s tro u s  G reen K n ig h t  i s  i n  i t s e l f  o f  
g r e a t  im p o r ta n c e  to  t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  c h a r a c t e r  and t h e  d e ­
ve lo p m en t o f  p l o t  and them e. Even as  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  r e s u r g e s  
w i t h i n  th e  w o r ld  o f  rom ance, how ever, i t  u n d e rg o e s  a t r a n s f o r ­
m a tio n  i n  i t s  n a t u r e  and f u n c t i o n .  W hile  s t i l l  d e p i c t e d  as  
o c c u r r in g  w i t h i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld ,  t h e  G aw ain-G reen K n ig h t 
c o n f l i c t  i s  n o t  a f u r i o u s  f i g h t  to  t h e  d e a th .  R a th e r ,  i t  
e x te n d s  o v e r  two s e p a r a t e  m e e t in g s  i n  w hich  more w ords a r e  
exchanged  th a n  a c t u a l  blow s and n e i t h e r  a n t a g o n i s t  i s  s l a i n .  
The p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  i t s e l f ,  m o reo v e r ,  f u n c t i o n s  i n  
th e  n a r r a t i v e  p r i m a r i l y  a s  a d i v e r s i o n  w hich  s e r v e s  to  draw 
th e  u n s u s p e c t i n g  Gawain i n t o  an  a r e n a  o t h e r  th a n  th e  f i e l d  
o f  b a t t l e  f o r  t h e  c r u c i a l  t r i a l  o f  h i s  m o ra l  r e c t i t u d e .
H eroism  i n  S i r  Gawain i s  in d e e d  n e i t h e r  d e f in e d  n o r  demon­
s t r a t e d  th ro u g h  p h y s i c a l  com bat, and  i t  i s  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  
th e  h e r o ' s  i n n e r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  and  m o ra l  f i b r e  t h a t  re m a in s  
e x p l i c i t l y  t h e  u l t i m a t e  d e t e r m in a n t  o f  h i s  h e r o i c  s t a n d in g .
The s h i f t  i n  i n t e r e s t  from  th e  p h y s i c a l  to  th e  p s y ­
c h o l o g ic a l  p la n e  o f  r e a l i t y  i s  n o t  o n ly  more p ro n o u n ced  i n
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S i r  Gawain th a n  i n  Y v a in , b u t  i t  i s  e v id e n c e d  th ro u g h  th e  
v e r y  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  h e ro - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  i t s e l f .  The empha­
s i s  h e r e  rem a in s  in d e e d  on q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  s p i r i t  r a t h e r  th a n  
o f  th e  f l e s h .  We n o te d  i n  Y vain  t h a t  th ough  k n i g h t l y  w o r th  
i s  m easu red  more i n  te rm s o f  i n t r i n s i c  f i b r e  th a n  p h y s i c a l  
p ro w e ss ,  t h e  h e r o ' s  p o t e n t i a l  and s u b s e q u e n t  g ro w th  to  p e r ­
f e c t i o n  a r e  e x h i b i t e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  d i r e c t l y  th ro u g h  
su c c e s s  i n  b a t t l e .  The a s s e s s m e n t  o f  G aw ain 's  h e r o i c  c a l i b r e ,  
how ever, rem a in s  an  i s s u e  d iv o r c e d  from  a d i s p l a y  o f  p h y s i c a l  
a b i l i t y  o r  c a p a c i t y .  The exchange  o f  s i n g l e  blow s p ro p o se d  
by th e  G reen K n ig h t  n o t  o n ly  l i m i t s  G aw ain 's  p h y s i c a l  a c t i ­
v i ty  d u r in g  th e  f i r s t  m e e t in g  to  th e  b a r e s t  minimum, b u t  t h e  
t h r u s t  he  d e l i v e r s  rem a in s  s i n g u l a r l y  i n e f f e c t i v e  upon im p a c t .  
B o d i ly  s t r e n g t h  and m a r t i a l  p row ess become o f  even  l e s s  
a c c o u n t  i n  t h e  se co n d  e n c o u n te r ,  w here  th e  h e ro  h a s  to  su b m it 
w i th o u t  any a t t e m p t  a t  s e l f - d e f e n c e  to  a blow  from  h i s  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  a d v e r s a r y .  D uring  th e  c o u r s e  o f  t h i s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  
m o reo v e r ,  Gawain i s  tw ic e  s u b j e c t e d  to  a f e i n t  and h i s  r e ­
a c t i o n s  c l o s e l y  o b s e rv e d  b e f o r e  th e  G reen K n ig h t f i n a l l y  
la n d s  a t h r u s t  upon th e  h e r o ' s  n eck  so g e n t l y  as  to  m e re ly  
n i c k  th e  s k in .  The a c t i o n  r e s o l v e s  i t s e l f  i n t o  a d i r e c t  t e s t  
o f  G aw ain 's  c o u ra g e  and r e s o l u t e n e s s  o f  w i l l  a s  c o n d u c te d  by 
th e  a u t h o r i t a t i v e  G reen K n ig h t ,  and  th e  fo c u s  rem a in s  p o i n t ­
e d ly  on th e  h e r o ' s  f i rm n e s s  o f  s p i r i t  i n  th e  f a c e  o f  w hat 
a p p e a r s  to  be  c e r t a i n  d e a th .
The i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  f i b r e  o f  th e  p r o ­
t a g o n i s t ,  how ever, e x te n d s  much f u r t h e r  th a n  i n d i c a t e d  by a
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g la n c e  a t  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t .  The d e c i s i v e  t r i a l  o f  
G aw ain 's  h e r o i c  q u a l i t y  t a k e s  p l a c e  n o t  on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d  
b u t  w i t h i n  t h e  p e a c e f u l  s e t t i n g  o f  a c a s t l e ,  w here  he  spends  
t h r e e  days p r i o r  to  h i s  seco n d  m e e t in g  w i th  th e  G reen K n ig h t .  
The a c t i o n  h e r e ,  m o reo v e r ,  c o m p rise s  a d i r e c t  e x a m in a t io n  o f  
G aw ain 's  a b i l i t y  to  l i v e  up to  h i s  s o c i a l  and  m o ra l  code o f  
c o n d u c t .  The a n t a g o n i s t  now s e t s  a s i d e  h i s  s u p e r n a t u r a l  g u i s e  
to  a p p e a r  i n  human form  as  th e  h o s p i t a b l e  B e r c i l a k  and , th ro u g h  
th e  agency  o f  h i s  b e a u t i f u l  w i f e ,  s u b j e c t s  h i s  unwary g u e s t  to  
a s c r u t i n y  o f  h i s  b e h a v io u r  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  m e n ta l  and m o ra l  
s t r a i n .  F o r  two d a y s ,  Gawain com ports  h im s e l f  i n  an  exem pla ry  
m anner. He r e v e a l s  h i s  i n t r i n s i c  v i r t u e  as  he w i th s t a n d s  th e  
s e x u a l  t e m p ta t io n  o f f e r e d  by th e  a l l u r i n g  Lady B e r c i l a k ,  fe n d s  
o f f  h e r  ad v an ces  w i th  consummate t a c t ,  and f a i t h f u l l y  a d h e re s  
to  t h e  e x c h a n g e -o f -w in n in g s  ag reem en t made w i th  B e r c i l a k .  On 
th e  t h i r d  day , n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  th e  h e ro  e v id e n c e s  a w eaken ing  
i n  m o ra l  f i b r e .  The c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  h i s  p h y s i c a l  p e r i l  i n  
th e  im pending  e n c o u n te r  w i th  t h e  G reen K n ig h t p rom pts  him to  
a c c e p t  t h e  m agic g i r d l e  p r o f f e r e d  by th e  la d y  and to  b r e a k  
f a i t h  w i th  B e r c i l a k  by  k e e p in g  t h i s  g i f t  a s e c r e t .  G aw ain 's  
s t r e n g t h  o f  c h a r a c t e r  as  d e m o n s t r a te d  a t  t h e  c a s t l e  becomes 
in d e e d  o f  suprem e s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e .  I t  n o t  o n ly  
a f f e c t s  o u r  v iew  o f  h i s  h e r o i c  s t a t u r e  b u t  i n  f a c t  d e te rm in e s  
th e  v e r y  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  i n  th e  s u b s e q u e n t  co n ­
f r o n t a t i o n  w i th  th e  G reen K n ig h t .
As th e  e n t i r e  a c t i o n  i n  S i r  Gawain r e s o l v e s  i t s e l f  
i n t o  a s i n g l e  s u b t l y - e x e c u t e d  t r i a l  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t ' s  m e n ta l
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and m o ra l  q u a l i t y ,  so t h e  d i r e c t  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  
d im in is h e s  y e t  f u r t h e r .  The G aw ain-G reen K n ig h t c o n f l i c t ,  when 
ta k e n  i n  i s o l a t i o n ,  i s  a t e s t  o f  f i g h t i n g  m e t t l e  a s  c o n d u c te d  
th ro u g h  th e  d i r e c t  mode o f  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n .  G aw ain 's  a c c e p ­
ta n c e  o f  t h e  G reen K n ig h t5 s c h a l l e n g e  draws h i s  f i g u r e  i n t o  
p ro m in en ce  as  t h e  m ost b r a v e  and w o rth y  o f  t h e  k n i g h t s  
a s sem b led  a t  A r t h u r ' s  h a l l ,  and  th e  a c t i o n  h i g h l i g h t s  h i s  
t r u l y  a d m ira b le  s t r e n g t h  o f  s p i r i t .  I n  te rm s  o f  th e  n a r r a ­
t i v e  a c t i o n  a s  a w h o le ,  how ever, t h e  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  has  
a n o th e r  more im p o r ta n t  and  more d e v io u s  f u n c t i o n  i n  t h e  poem.
The G reen  K n i g h t ' s  i n i t i a l  c h a l l e n g e  s e r v e s  r a t h e r  to  c r e a t e  
c o n f u s io n  a b o u t  t h e  r e a l  n a t u r e  o f  th e  t e s t  th a n  as  a d e c l a r a ­
t i o n  o f  t r u e  i n t e n t .  The seco n d  e n c o u n te r ,  m o reo v e r ,  w h i le  
f o c u s in g  i n  p u r p o r t  on r e v e a l i n g  G aw ain 's  c o u ra g e  i n  a 
c o m p le te ly  h o p e l e s s  s i t u a t i o n ,  p r e s e n t s  i n  d i r e c t  form  th e  
r e s u l t s  o f  t h e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  c a r r i e d  o u t  by B e r c i l a k .  The 
n a t u r e  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  and th e  e x t e n t  o f  th e  i n j u r y  r e c e i v e d  by 
th e  h e ro  r e l a t e  d i r e c t l y  to  th e  d u r a t i o n  o f  h i s  s o jo u r n  a t  
th e  c a s t l e  and th e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  m o ra l  s t r e n g t h  a s  d i s p l a y e d  
t h e r e i n .  The p h y s i c a l  G aw ain-G reen K n ig h t c o n f r o n t a t i o n  i s  
th u s  q u i t e  o b v io u s ly  more a d i v e r s i o n a r y  t a c t i c  th a n  a d i r e c t  
means o f  e v a l u a t i n g  h e r o i c  q u a l i t y .
Not o n ly  i s  t h e  dep loym en t o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i n  S i r  
Gawain m a rk e d ly  d i v e r g e n t  from  th e  mode o f  e p i c  song o r  t h a t  
o f  t h e  C o n t in e n t a l  ro m a n c e s , b u t  i t  i s  p o in t e d  to w ard s  a d i f f e r ­
e n t  p u rp o s e .  The a c t i o n  i t s e l f  i s  h e r e  l e s s  c o n c e rn e d  w i th  an
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e x h i b i t i o n  o f  human a c h ie v e m e n t  th a n  w i th  a  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  human 
l i m i t a t i o n .  What Gawain u n d e rg o e s  th ro u g h  th e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  
n a r r a t i v e  a c t i o n  i s  a  m o r a l ly  e d u c a t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  an  e x p e r ­
ie n c e  w h ich  t e a c h e s  him a b o u t  h i s  own n a t u r e  and  i n c u l c a t e s  i n  
him an aw a re n ess  o f  h i s  own w ea k n ess .  Gawain i s  p r e s e n t e d  a t  
th e  s t a r t  o f  th e  poem i n  t h e  m anner o f  Beowulf a s  embodying th e  
i d e a l  o f  human p e r f e c t i o n ,  and he d e m o n s t r a te s  a l e v e l  o f  a c h i e v e ­
ment i n  a c t i o n  w h ich  v e r y  few can  a t t a i n .  As t h e  n a r r a t i v e  draws 
to  a c l o s e ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  th e  s t r e s s  i s  on th e  s l i g h t  m o ra l  
w eakening d i s p l a y e d  a t  t h e  c a s t l e .  L ik e  Y v a in , Gawain comes to  
a c o n s c io u s  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  f a i l i n g  i n  c h a r a c t e r .  
However, t h e  u n d e r s t a n d in g  t h a t  Gawain g a in s  a b o u t  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  
h i s  own m o ra l  s t r e n g t h  r e f l e c t s  h e r e  upon a l l  p e o p le  c a p a b le  o f  
n o b le  and h o n o u ra b le  a c t i o n s .  F o r  G aw a in 's  f a i l i n g ,  u n l i k e  t h a t  
o f  Y vain , i s  p r e s e n t e d  a s  an  i n t r i n s i c  and i r r e m e d i a b l e  a s p e c t  o f  
human n a t u r e ,  a s  a fu n d a m e n ta l  and u n i v e r s a l  t r a i t .  I n  t h e  
u l t i m a t e  a n a l y s i s ,  th e n ,  S i r  Gawain s e t s  f o r t h  a q u a l i f i e d  
a s s e s s m e n t  o f  human c a p a c i t y .  I t  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  th o u g h  human 
b e in g s  may be c a p a b le  o f  t r u l y  commendable b e h a v io u r ,  th e y  c a n n o t  
ev e r  a t t a i n  th e  l e v e l  o f  a b s o l u t e  p e r f e c t i o n  p o s t u l a t e d  i n  th e  
i d e a l  o f  t h e i r  w o r ld .
The r a d i c a l  change i n  th e  a c t i o n  o f  S i r  Gawain r e f l e c t s  
th e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  i n  th e  n a t u r e  and f u n c t i o n  o f  th e  a n t a g o n i s t .  
The f a d in g  o f  b e l i e f  i n  th e  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f  m o n s te r s  as  
a w e - in s p i r i n g  c r e a t u r e s  e x i s t i n g  w i t h i n  t h e  w o r ld  i s  e v id e n t  
in  th e  rom ances d i s c u s s e d  i n  th e  p r e v io u s  c h a p t e r .  W ith T r i s t a n
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and Y v ain , in d e e d ,  th e  m o t i f  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  h e r o - m o n s te r  c o n ­
f l i c t  a p p e a r s  m orib u n d  i n  l i t e r a r y  a r t .  I n  S i r  G aw ain , how ever, 
we s e e  t h e  r e v i v a l  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  w i th  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  f a e r y  
t r a d i t i o n  and th e  employment o f  m agic to  r a t i o n a l i z e  th e  
e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  and th e  superhum an w i t h i n  th e  
w o rld .  The m o n s t e r - f i g u r e  i s  r e s u s c i t a t e d  and drawn a g a in  i n t o  
p rom inence  i n  t h e  a c t i o n ,  b u t  now as  a  m a g ic a l  b e in g  m a n i f e s t i n g  
a s p e c t s  o f  " t h e  o t h e r - - t h e  o t h e r  th a n  human"^ as  w e l l  a s  o f  th e  
human. The s u p e r n a t u r a l  and m o n s tro u s  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  G reen  
K nigh t i s  u l t i m a t e l y  e x p l a in e d  away a s  a g u i s e  su p e r im p o se d  
upon h i s  n a t u r a l  human form  th ro u g h  th e  power o f  m a g ic .  As 
d e l i n e a t e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  G reen  K n ig h t  may 
be se en  as  one o f  t h e  f a e r y  r a c e  whose p h y s i c a l  e x i s t e n c e  was 
ta k e n  f o r  g r a n t e d  i n  t h e  w id e s p re a d  m e d ie v a l  t r a d i t i o n .  He i s  
an awesome c r e a t u r e  w i t h  pow ers o f  a c t i o n  c l o s e l y  a l l i e d  to  t h e  
e le m e n ta l  f o r c e s  o f  N a tu re ,  b u t  who y e t  i n  form  re s e m b le s  human 
b e in g s .  I n  t h e  m anner o f  t h e  f a e r y ,  a g a in ,  th e  G reen K n i g h t ' s  
i n t r u s i o n  i n t o  human a f f a i r s  s e r v e s  to  g e n e r a t e  i n  t h e  p r o t a ­
g o n i s t  and h i s  w o r ld  a new u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  n a t u r a l  human 
c o n d i t i o n  on th e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  p la n e  o f  r e a l i t y .
B e fo re  t a k in g  a d e t a i l e d  lo o k  a t  t h e  f i g u r e s  o f  th e  
hero  and th e  m o n s tro u s  a n t a g o n i s t ,  how ever, l e t  u s  exam ine th e  
p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  as  d e p i c t e d  i n  F i t s  I  and IV o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .
At th e  s t a r t  o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  we may w e l l  im ag in e  o u r s e lv e s  b ack
■^John S p e i r s , " S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , "  S c r u t i n y ,  
XVI (1 9 4 9 ) ,  282.
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i n  t h e  w o r ld  o f  h e r o i c  e p i c .  A l l  i n d i c a t i o n s  a r e  t h a t  t h e  
Gaw ain-G reen K n ig h t  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  i s  t o  t a k e  p l a c e  a t  th e  
p u r e ly  p h y s i c a l  l e v e l  i n  a f a s h i o n  v e r y  s i m i l a r  to  t h e  a r c h e ­
t y p a l  dep loym en t o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t .  The p o e t  c a r e f u l l y  m a n i­
p u l a t e s  us i n t o  t h a t  b e l i e f  w i th  t h e  m anner i n  w h ich  he 
in t r o d u c e s  t h e  a d v e r s a r y  i n t o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .  The G reen K n ig h t 
a p p e a r s  i n  t r u t h  c l o s e l y  a l l i e d  i n  n a t u r e  and f u n c t i o n  to  th e  
m ig h ty  G re n d e l  i n  B e o w u lf . He i s  d e p i c t e d  as  a m o n s tro u s  
c r e a t u r e  w i th  pow ers o f  a c t i o n  f a r  above th e  u s u a l  and  th e  
o r d in a r y .  Though p o s s e s s in g  r e c o g n i z a b l y  human f e a t u r e s ,  th e  
Green K n ig h t  h as  a g i a n t - l i k e  s t a t u r e  and an o b v io u s ly  f e a r ­
some p h y s i c a l  c a p a c i t y .  The c o lo u r  o f  h i s  s k i n ,  a g a in ,  i s  
g r e e n - - a  c o l o u r  w h ich  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a no rm al o r  n a t u r a l  
human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c .  H is s u p e r n a t u r a l  q u a l i t y ,  made e v i d e n t  
h e r e ,  i s  s u b s e q u e n t ly  d e m o n s t r a te d  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  w here  he 
re m a in s ,  l i k e  G re n d e l ,  s i n g u l a r l y  immune to  p a i n ,  i n j u r y ,  o r  
d e a th  th ro u g h  th e  u s e  o f  w eapons. In  te rm s  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  as  
i n i t i a t e d  i n  t h e  poem, m o re o v e r ,  t h e  G reen K n ig h t f u n c t i o n s  
d i r e c t l y  a s  a m ig h ty  o p p o n en t to  be f a c e d  on th e  f i e l d  o f  b a t t l e .
At t h e  G reen  K n i g h t ' s  f i r s t  a p p e a ra n c e  i n  t h e  n a r r a ­
t i v e ,  th e  fo c u s  re m a in s  p o i n t e d l y  on h i s  p h y s i c a l  s t a t u r e  and 
b o d i ly  s t r e n g t h .  He i s  d e s c r ib e d  as
an a g h l i c h  m a y s te r ,
On J?e m ost on ]pe m olde on m easu re  hyghe;
F ro  |?e sw yre to  J?e swange so sw are  and so ]pik,
And h i s  ly n d e s  and hys lymes so lo n g e  and so g r e t e ,
H a l f  e t a y n  i n  e r d e  I  hope jpat he w ere .
(136-40)
Not only does this passage give us a graphic picture of the
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G reen K n i g h t ' s  t e r r i f y i n g  s i z e  and b u i l d ,  b u t  t h e  te rm  " e ta y n "  
ta k e s  us  b ac k  to  t h e  w o r ld  o f  Beowulf w here  m o n s tro u s  
c r e a t u r e s  such  as  e o te n a s  ond y l f e  ond o rcne 'as  (112) roamed 
th e  e a r t h  and  w a r re d  a g a i n s t  human b e i n g s .  So d a u n t in g  i s  th e  
f i g u r e  o f  t h e  G reen K n ig h t  t h a t  a l l  a c t i v i t y  c e a s e s  and th e  
e n t i r e  c o u r t  f a l l s  s i l e n t  a t  s i g h t  o f  t h i s  s t r a n g e  c r e a t u r e .
The k n i g h t s  a l l  s t a r e  i n  awe and f e a r ,  f o r
He lo k e d  a s  l a y t  so l y ^ t
So say d  a l  b a t  hym s y j e ;
H it  semed as  no mon myat
Vnder h i s  d y n t t e z  d ry ^ e .  (199-202)
The n a r r a t i v e  goes  on to  e x p i a t e  on th e  h o r r i f y i n g  q u a l i t y  o f
th e  m a ss iv e  b a t t l e - a x e  he  c a r r i e s  (2 0 8 -2 0 ) :  i t  a p p e a r s  a "hoge
and vnm ete" in s t r u m e n t  o f  d e a th ,  f o r  i t  i s  a " s p e to s  s p a r s e "
w hich  i s  an  " e ln ^ e r d e "  i n  l e n g t h  and h as  a b l a d e  as  "wel
sch ap en  to  s c h e r e  a s  s c h a rp  r a s o r e s . "  As John  S p e i r s  r e m a rk s ,
" th e  s t r e s s  i s  on t h e  p r i m i t i v e  and h e a th e n  n a t u r e  o f  th e
w eapon ,"  and we " i n s t i n c t i v e l y "  f e e l  th e  G reen K n ig h t " t o  be  an
3
i n t r u s i o n  from  a p r e - C h r i s t i a n ,  p r e - c o u r t l y  w o r l d . "  M onste r  
and weapon c o n s t i t u t e  a m ost f o rm id a b le  c o m b in a t io n ,  and o u r  
e x p e c t a t i o n  w i th  r e g a r d  to  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  c o n f l i c t  a t  hand  
ru n s  h ig h .
The s c a l e s  o f  b a t t l e  a r e  h e r e  h e a v i l y  lo a d e d  i n  
f a v o u r  o f  t h e  a d v e r s a r y ,  b u t  t h e  i s s u e  o s t e n s i b l y  a t  s t a k e  
rem a in s  one w hich  m ust be r e s o l v e d  d i r e c t l y  th ro u g h  p h y s i c a l  
a c t i o n  i n  th e  e p i c  m anner. The G reen K n ig h t a p p e a r s  a t  th e
3
" S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , "  p . 282. S p e i r s ,  how­
e v e r ,  s e e s  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  G reen K n igh t n o t  as  a f a e r y  b u t  
as " th e  o ld  v e g e t a t i o n  god" r e a p p e a r in g  i n  p o e t r y .
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hall as if in answer to the desire expressed earlier by Arthur 
to see two worthy antagonists engage in fierce combat
in joparde to lay,
Lede, lif for lyf, leue vchon o|?er,
As fortune wolde fulsun hom, joe fayrer to haue.
(97-99)
The monstrous intruder himself specifies that he has been drawn
to the court by its reputation for gathering within its environs
the most valiant men in the world, men
Stifest vnder stel-gere on stedes to ryde, 
jPe wy3test and j?e wor3yest of |?e worldes kynde,
Preue for to play wyth in ojp>er pure laykez.
(260-62)
The Green Knight, however, goes on to thrust aside the sugges­
tion that his intent is to involve himself in battle. His 
superiority in terms of physical might is obvious, and he evi­
dences his awareness of the fact in his careless dismissal of 
the knights as "berdle^ chylder" (280) amongst whom there is 
"no mon me to mach, for my^tez so wayke" (288). What he pro­
poses instead as a "Crystemas gomen" (283) is an exchange of 
single blows with his battle-axe. The nature of his challenge 
thus circumvents the issue of physical capacity in one-to-one 
combat to focus on the more equable issue of valour as dis­
played in physical conflict.
The challenge as flung out to the court is at first
met with a thundering silence. Unlike the epic hero, the pro­
tagonist here does not fling himself unhesitatingly into 
action. At the lack of response, however, the challenger waxes 
pointedly sarcastic in the flyting tradition of epic narratives: 
'What, is >^is Arjpures hous, ' . . .
'Where is now your sourquydrye and your conquestes,
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Your g r y n d e l l a y k  and y o u r  grem e, and  y o u r  g r e t e  w ordes?
Now i s  pe r e u e l  and ]pe re n o u n  o f  Rounde T a b le  
O u erw a lt  w yth a w orde o f  on wy^es s p e c h e ,
F o r  a l  d a r e s  f o r  d re d e  w i th o u te  d y n t  s c h e w e d !1
(3 09 -15 ) .
The i n s u l t  i s  f u l l y  m e r i t e d ,  and th e  hon o u r  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  c o u r t  
has  b een  c lo u d e d  w i th  "scham " (3 1 7 ) .  And th e  i n s u l t  s t r i k e s  
deep enough to  prom pt a r e s p o n s e .  Y et t h e  f i r s t  to  r e a c t  i s  
n o t  Gawain b u t  A r th u r ,  who i s  im p e l le d  by th e  G reen  K n i g h t ' s  
m ockery i n t o  a c t i o n s  a t  v a r i a n c e  w i th  t h e  c h e r i s h e d  i d e a l s  o f  
h i s  c o u r t .  As k in g ,  i t  i s  n o t  A r t h u r ' s  p l a c e  to  a c c e p t  t h e  
c h a l l e n g e - - i t  i s  up t o  h i s  k n i g h t s  to  r e s p o n d .  P e r s o n a l l y  
shamed by t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  s i l e n c e ,  how ever, he  w ren ch es  th e  
axe o u t  o f  t h e  G reen K n i g h t ' s  g r a s p  and sp e a k s  i n  an  e x t re m e ly  
c h u r l i s h  m anner ( 3 1 9 -3 1 ) .  C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  n o t  o n ly  i s  t h e  v a l o u r  
o f  th e  k n i g h t s  i n  q u e s t i o n ,  b u t  c h i v a l r i c  v i r t u e  i t s e l f .  I t  i s  
Gawain who d e fe n d s  t h e  r e p u t a t i o n  o f  th e  c o u r t  and  r e s t o r e s  th e  
d i s r u p t e d  s o c i a l  o r d e r ,  a s  he s t e p s  fo rw a rd  and c o u r t e o u s l y  
r e q u e s t s  A r th u r  to  g r a n t  him t h e  honour o f  t h e  f i g h t .  The 
s t a r t  o f  t h e  a c t i o n ,  th e n ,  makes v e r y  p l a i n  t h a t  t h e  s e n s i ­
b i l i t i e s  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  and h i s  w o r ld  a r e  h e r e  n o t  as  
s in g le m in d e d ly  r o o t e d  i n  th e  f i e l d  o f  b a t t l e  a s  th o s e  o f  th e  
e p ic  h e ro  and h i s  a g e .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  Gawain f i g u r e s  i n  th e  
c o n f l i c t  a g a i n s t  t h e  G reen  K n ig h t i n  th e  e p i c  m anner as  th e  
w orthy  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  h i s  s o c i e t y  and t h e  ep i to m e  o f  i t s  
v a lu e s  and  i d e a l s .
G aw ain 's  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  i n d i c a t e s  h i s  
h e r o i c  p re -e m in e n c e  as  t h e  " s t i f e s t "  o f  a l l  th e  k n i g h t s ,  b u t  
h i s  p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h  and a b i l i t y  p ro v e  t o t a l l y  i n e f f e c t i v e
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a g a i n s t  t h e  G reen K n ig h t .  Gawain u s e s  t h e  a x e ,  t h a t  "grymme 
t o l e "  (4 1 3 ) ,  t o  b e s t  a d v a n ta g e  and , as  i n  t h e  Beowulf-Dam f i g h t ,  
th e  h e ro  d e c a p i t a t e s  h i s  a d v e r s a r y  w i th  a  s i n g l e  s t r o k e .  Un­
l i k e  t h e  Dam, how ever, th e  G reen K n ig h t  i s  n o t  s l a i n .  D e s p i t e  
th e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  h ead  i s  s e v e r e d  and b lo o d  g u sh e s  from  h i s  
t r u n c a t e d  body , th e  a n t a g o n i s t  h e r e  re m a in s  f u l l y  f u n c t i o n a l .
He c a lm ly  r e t r i e v e s  h i s  h e a d ,  rem oun ts  h i s  h o r s e ,  c a u t io n s  
Gawain to  f u l f i l l  t h e  te rm s  o f  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o r  e l s e  " r e c r e a u n t  
be c a ld e  jpe b eh o u e s"  (4 5 6 ) ,  and g a l l o p s  o u t  o f  th e  h a l l  w i th  
h i s  h ead  tu c k e d  s e c u r e l y  u n d e r  one arm.
The u n d e f e a t a b l e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  a d v e r s a r y  and th e
p a t e n t l y  m urderous  t e n o r  o f  t h e  p ro p o s e d  "gomen" come in d e e d
as a c h i l l i n g  sh o c k . We a p p e a r  to  have  moved b ac k  i n  t im e  to
a w o r ld  w here  t h e  c o n f l i c t  b e tw een  h e ro  and  m o n s te r  h a s  p u rp o s e  
s u f f i c i e n t  u n to  i t s e l f  i f  i t  e n a b le s  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  to  r e v e a l  
th e  q u a l i t y  and  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  f i g h t i n g  s p i r i t ,  even  th o u g h  h i s  
p h y s i c a l  c a p a c i t y  may p ro v e  u n e q u a l  to  th e  t a s k  a t  hand  and 
th e  a c t i o n  r e s u l t  i n  h i s  d e a th .  What we f i n d  h e r e  i s  a p p a r ­
e n t l y  th e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  overw helm ing  odds so c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  
e p ic  a c t i o n .  The o v e r r i d i n g  i s s u e  i s  n o t  w h e th e r  Gawain w i l l  
win th ro u g h  to  v i c t o r y  by k i l l i n g  h i s  a n t a g o n i s t ,  b u t  w h e th e r  
he w i l l  behave  i n  t h e  r e s o l u t e  and  c o u ra g e o u s  m anner as  b e f i t s  
a t r u e  h e ro  even  th ough  d e a th  s t a r e s  him i n  t h e  f a c e .
And i t  i s  t h e  w a r r i o r  e t h i c  i n  a l l  i t s  s t a r k  s i m p l i ­
c i t y  t h a t  a p p e a r s  to  o p e r a t e  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  S i r  Gawain 
as t h e  h e ro  s e t s  o f f  one y e a r  l a t e r  f o r  h i s  a p p o in tm e n t  w i th  
th e  m o n s tro u s  G reen K n ig h t .  The e n t i r e  c o u r t  f e a r s  f o r  Gawain
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and g r i e v e s  t h a t  su ch  a  b ra v e  and w o rth y  k n ig h t  sh o u ld  have  
to  be  c u t  down i n  h i s  p r im e ,  b u t  th e  h e ro  h im s e l f  re m a in s  
s t e a d f a s t  i n  p u rp o s e  and co u rag e o u s  i n  s p i r i t .  H is  a t t i t u d e  
tow ards  th e  im pending  c o n f l i c t  i s  one o f  h e r o i c  r e s o l u t i o n :
b e  k n y ^ t  mad ay god c h e r e ,
And sa y d e ,  'Q u a t s c h u ld  I  wonde?
Of d e s t i n e s  d e r f  and d e r e
What may mon do b o t  f o n d e ? ' (5 62 -65 )
G aw ain 's  w ords d i r e c t l y  p a r a p h r a s e  t h e  c re d o  o f  th e  e p i c  w o r ld
as  fou n d  i n  B e o w u lf , w here D e s t in y  re m a in s  a m a jo r  f o r c e  i n
human a f f a i r s  and t h e  h e ro  i s  r e q u i r e d  to  a c t  w i th o u t  knowing
o r  d r e a d in g  th e  outcom e f o r  f a t e  goes a s  i t  m u s t:  gae.% a wyrd
swa h io  s e e l  I (4 5 5 ) .  I t  i s  t h i s  same h e r o i c  tem per  t h a t  Gawain
d i s p l a y s  on th e  m orn ing  o f  th e  t r y s t  as  he  r i d e s  to w ard s  th e
Green C h ap e l.  The g u id e  who accom pan ies  him does much more
th a n  m e re ly  p o i n t  o u t  th e  way. En r o u t e  to  th e  C h ap e l,  he
r e g a l e s  Gawain w i th  h o r r i f y i n g  t a l e s  o f  t h e  G reen K n i g h t ' s
b l o o d t h i r s t i n e s s  (2097-117) and u rg e s  t h e  h e ro  to  t u r n  away
from th e  m e e t in g ,  sw e a r in g  t h a t  no one e l s e  would  e v e r  l e a r n
th e  t r u t h  from  him i f  th e  p r o j e c t e d  m is s io n  w ere  to  be  a b o r t e d
(2 1 1 8 -2 5 ) .  Gawain t r e a t s  t h i s  i d e a  w i th  d i s d a i n  and r e j e c t s
i t  o u t  o f  hand  i n  a t r u l y  h e r o i c  m anner. He s c o rn s  to  be  " a
k n y ^ t  kow arde" (2131) even i n  h i s  own e s t i m a t i o n  and r e f u s e s
to  be d e f l e c t e d  from  h i s  sworn p u rp o s e :
Bot I  wyl to  jpe c h a p e l ,  f o r  chaunce  j?at may f a l l e ,
And t a l k  w yth  \?at i l k  t u l k  Ipe t a l e  ^pat me l y s t e ,
Wor^e h i t  w e le  o^>er wo, as  j?e wyrde ly k e z
h i t  h a f e .
(2132-35)
The to n e  o f  t h i s  sp e e c h  i s  such  t h a t  i t  w ould n o t  be  o u t  o f  
p l a c e  i n  an h e r o i c  e p i c .  H ere a g a in  we f i n d  t h e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n
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o f  a s p i r i t  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  Beowulf  i n  G aw ain 's  r e a d i n e s s  
to  a c c e p t  w h a te v e r  i s  d e c r e e d  f o r  him by "wyrde" w i t h o u t  
" g r e t e  n e  g ro n e "  (2 1 5 7 ) .
As i n  t h e  d r a g o n - f i g h t  i n  T r i s t a n , hox^ever, t h e  e p i c  
d im e n s io n s  o f  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  p h y s i c a l  e n c o u n t e r  b e tw een  Gawain 
and t h e  Green K n ig h t  a r e  b u i l t  up o n ly  t o  be  d e f l a t e d .  G aw ain 's  
p a s s i v e  s t a n c e  goes  i n d e e d  q u i t e  c o n t r a r y  t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  e p i c  
h e r o ,  and t h e  i n i t i a l  s t a g e  o f  t h e  h e r o - m o n s t e r  c o n f l i c t  i s  
t i n g e d  w i t h  an  o b v io u s  e lem e n t  o f  comedy. At t h e  s c e n e  o f  
t h e  a s s i g n a t i o n /  Gawain i s  a s s a i l e d  n o t  by h i s  g r im  a d v e r s a r y  
b u t  by " a  wonder breme n o y se "  (2200) a s  th ough  "one vpon a 
g r y n d e l s t o n  hade  g ro u n d en  a sy|?e" (2 2 0 2 ) .  R a i s i n g  h i s  v o i c e  
above t h i s  aw fu l  d i n ,  Gawain b e l lo w s  o u t  a c h a l l e n g e  o n ly  to  
f i n d  h i m s e l f  c o m p e l le d  t o  c o o l  h i s  h e e l s ;  h i s  y e t - u n s e e n  
opponen t  o r d e r s  him t o  w a i t  and c o n t i n u e s  t o  hone t h e  b l a d e  
o f  t h e  axe  u n t i l  i t  i s  t o  h i s  s a t i s f a c t i o n .  A ga in ,  l i k e  t h e  
b e h a v i o u r  o f  t h e  d rag o n  i n  T r i s t a n , t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  Green 
K n igh t  b o r d e r  on t h e  b u r l e s q u e .  T h is  m o n s t ro u s  f i g u r e  advances  
" o r p e d l y "  (2232) to w ard s  t h e  w a i t i n g  h e ro  w i t h  a b u r s t  o f  
f ea rsom e  e n e rg y ,  b u t  u s e s  t h a t  " f e l l e  weppen" (2 2 2 2 ) ,  s h a rp e n e d  
so c a r e f u l l y  and f o r  so lo n g ,  f i r s t  a s  a w a l k i n g - s t i c k  and 
th e n  as  a v a u l t i n g - p o l e  w i t h  which  to  jump o v e r  a s t r e a m .
The c o n f r o n t a t i o n  i t s e l f  i s  e q u a l l y  u n c o n v e n t i o n a l  
i n  n a t u r e .  As t h e  a c t i o n  b e g i n s ,  Gawain t r i e s  t o  behave  w i t h  
c a r e l e s s  n o n c h a la n c e ,  b u t  o b v i o u s l y  f a i l s  t o  m a i n t a i n  h i s  p o i s e .  
The h e r o  e x t e n d s  h i s  n e c k  f o r  t h e  s t r o k e  b u t ,  a s  t h e  s h a rp  and
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s h i n i n g  b l a d e  o f  t h e  axe  s l a s h e s  down tow ards  him, he  i n v o l u n ­
t a r i l y  s h r i n k s  " a  l y t e l "  (2 2 6 7 ) .  The Green K n ig h t  n o t e s  t h i s  
s l i g h t  movement and a b o r t s  t h e  t h r u s t  t o  mock Gawain f o r  h i s  
" c o w a rd i s e "  (2 2 7 3 ) .  S tung  by t h e  a c c u s a t i o n ,  Gawain r e p l i e s  
w i th  h e r o i c  i s t e a d f a s t n e s s  :
’ I  s c h u n t  onez 
And so wyl I  no more;
Bot ^>e3 my h ed e  f a l l e  on be s t o n e z ,
I  con n o t  h i t  r e s t o r e .
Bot b u s k ,  b u m e ,  b i  ^?i f a y t h ,  and b ry n g  me t o  )pe p o y n t .
D ele  t o  me my d e s t i n e ' ,  and do h i t  o u t  o f  honde ,
F o r  I  s c h a l  s t o n d e  jpe a s t r o k ,  and s t a r t  no more
T i l  |?yn ax  h au e  me h i t t e : h a f  h e r e  my t r a w ^ e . '
(2280-87)
Gawain v e r b a l i z e s  h i s  i n t e n t  i n  t h e  manner o f  t h e  h e r o i c  b o a s t
o f  e p i c . t r a d i t i o n  and t h i s  t im e ,  a s  t h e  axe  comes down w i t h
murderous f o r c e ,  he  makes good h i s  b r a v e  words by r e m a in in g  
as " s t y l l e "  as  a  " s t o n "  (2 2 9 3 ) .  F o r  t h e  second  t im e ,  how ever ,  
th e  Green K n ig h t  w i t h h o l d s  making c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  axe  so t h a t  
he may comment on t h e  h e r o ' s  r e s p o n s e .  T h is  unprovoked  d e l a y  
en rag e s  Gawain, and he  mocks h i s  a n t a g o n i s t  i n  t h e  f l y t i n g  
t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e  e p i c :
'Wy! p r e s e l l  on,  |pou jpro mon, \>ou Ip re tez  t o  lo n g e ;
I  hope f?at |? i  h e r t  a r ^ e  wyth  j?yn awen s e l u e n .  '
(2300-301)
Gawain 's  p o i n t e d  goad  g e n e r a t e s  t h e  e x p e c t e d  r e s p o n s e .  The 
Green K n ig h t  l o o k s  f i e r c e  and h i s  manner i s  s a v ag e  as  t h e  
weapon i s  "homered h e t e r l y "  (2 3 1 1 ) ,  and t h e  k n i f e - e d g e d  b l a d e  
now even makes f l e s h l y  c o n t a c t .  The wound i n f l i c t e d ,  n e v e r t h e ­
l e s s ,  i s  a s l i g h t  one .  The " b a rb e "  (2310) o f  t h e  axe may be
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im p e l le d  downwards w i t h  f o r c e f u l  m ig h t ,  b u t  i t  l a n d s  so g e n t l y  
as to  m e re ly  " s n y r t "  t h e  s k i n  o f  G aw a in 's  exposed  n ec k  (2 3 1 2 ) .
The p r e c i s e  te rm s  o f  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  h av e  th u s  b een  m e t ,  
a blow a c c e p t e d  i n  t u r n  f o r  a blow g i v e n ,  and t h e  h e r o ' s  
exemplary  c h a r a c t e r  h a s  been  c l e a r l y  r e v e a l e d  th r o u g h  t h e  
a c t i o n .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  c o n f l i c t ,  l i k e  
th e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  i t s e l f ,  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  th ough  we may 
ap p e a r  t o  be  i n  a  w o r l d  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  h e r o i c  e p i c ,  we 
a r e  n o t  so i n  t r u t h .  Not o n ly  i s  t h e  h e ro  s p a r e d  f rom d e a th  
by th e  a d v e r s a r y ,  b u t  we a r e  g iv e n  a v iew  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  
which i s  q u i t e  a l i e n  t o  t h e  t e n o r  o f  h e r o i c  e p i c .  When we lo o k  
a t  Beowulf  a f t e r  h i s  c o n f l i c t s  have  drawn to  a  c l o s e ,  we f i n d  a 
man s a t i s f i e d  t h a t  he  h as  done h i s  b e s t  i n  a p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n .  
The e p i c  h e ro  i s  n e v e r  e i t h e r  r e l i e v e d  o r  jo y o u s  a t  h a v in g  come 
th ro u g h  t h e  b a t t l e  w i t h o u t  l o s i n g  h i s  l i f e .  I n  S i r  Gawain ,
however, i t  i s  n o t  so much t h a t  t h e  h e ro  i s  g l a d  to  have  emerged
from h i s  o r d e a l  w i t h o u t  i n c u r r i n g  shame o r  d i s h o n o u r ,  b u t  t h a t  
he i s  overwhelmed w i t h  h a p p i n e s s  a t  f i n d i n g  h i m s e l f  a l i v e :
Neuer syn |>at he w atz  b u rn e  b o rn e  o f  h i s  moder
Watz he  n e u e r  i n  j?is w o r l a e  wy^e h a l f  so b l y ^ e .
(2320-21)
J u s t  a s  we g e t  a d i r e c t  v iew  o f  G aw ain 's  i n s t i n c t i v e  r e a c t i o n  
to  t h e  f i r s t  s t r i k i n g  m o t io n  o f  t h e  axe  d u r in g  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  
th e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  so we r e c e i v e  a v i v i d  p i c t u r e  o f  h i s  h e a r t ­
f e l t  r e a c t i o n  to  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  i t s  outcome.
The i d e a l  o f  p h y s i c a l  h e ro i s m  as  p r e s e n t e d  i n  S i r  
Gawain th r o u g h  th e  m o t i f  o f  t h e  h e r o - m o n s t e r  c o n f l i c t ,  t h e n ,
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o b v io u s l y  t a k e s  i n t o  a c c o u n t  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  human p e r s o n a l i t y
which  t h e  e p i c  r e g a r d s  a s  d e t r a c t i n g  from  h e r o i c  q u a l i t y  and
t h e r e f o r e  e l i m i n a t e s  f rom t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t .  L ik e
Beowulf,  Gawain i s  t h e  h e ro  o f  h i s  a g e ,  t h e  " p r y n c e  w i t h o u t e n
p e r e  /  I n  f e l d e  |?er f e l l e  men f o ^ t "  ( 8 7 3 -7 4 ) .  Beowulf ,  however,
rem a ins  a lways  t h e  f i g h t i n g - m a c h i n e  s e t  f o r t h  f o r  p u b l i c  v iew :
o t h e r  l e s s e r  men may show f e a r  o r  h e s i t a t i o n ,  b u t  n o t  h e .
Gawain, on t h e  o t h e r  hand ,  has  e m o t io n a l  r e s p o n s e s  n o t  o n ly  o f
a v e r y  p e r s o n a l  n a t u r e  b u t  no d i f f e r e n t  i n  k i n d  f rom t h o s e  o f  
4
h i s  p e e r s .  When t h e  Green K n ig h t  a p p e a r s  a t  t h e  c o u r t ,  Gawain 
s h a r e s  i n  t h e  u n i v e r s a l l y - f e l t  f e a r  and awe. H is  r e s p o n s e  i s  
i n  no way s i n g l e d  o u t  from t h a t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  w o r t h i e s  g a t h e r e d  
i n  t h e  h a l l .  A ga in ,  when t h e  i n t r u d e r  th row s o u t  h i s  c h a l l e n g e ,  
Gawain does n o t  s p r i n g  im m e d ia te ly  i n t o  t h e  a r e n a  o f  p h y s i c a l  
a c t i o n .  He i s  c l e a r l y  a s  dum bs t ruck  a s  a r e  h i s  p e e r s ,  and  as  
much "O v erw a l t  wyth  a worde o f  on wy^es sp e ch e"  (3 1 4 ) .  U n l ik e  
th e  e p i c  h e r o ,  t h e n ,  Gawain does  n o t  d i s p l a y  a t o t a l  l a c k  o f  
f e a r  a t  t h e  s t a r t  o f  t h e  a c t i o n ,  n o r  does  he e v id e n c e  an 
a b s o l u t e  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  t h e  p e r s o n a l  co n seq u en c e s  t o  h i m s e l f  
d u r in g  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n .  The n a t u r e  o f  G aw ain 's  
h e ro i s m  i n d e e d  f o c u s e s  more on t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he  a c t s  i n  a 
b ra v e  and w o r th y  manner d e s p i t e  h i s  n a t u r a l  f e a r s  t h a n  on t h e
I n  A Read ing  o f  " S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green K n ig h t"  (London: 
R o u t led g e  & Keegan P a u l  L t d . , 19 6 3 ) ,  J . A. Burrow p o i n t s  o u t  
t h a t  h e r e  we n o t e  t h e  " im p u ls e  i n  t h e  p o e t  t o  s e e  Gawain n o t  
o n ly  as  a  k n i g h t  among h i s  p e e r s  b u t  a l s o  as  a man among men, 
a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  'humanum g e n u s 1 w i t h o u t  d i s t i n c t i o n  o f  
s o c i a l  c l a s s "  (p .  3 3 ) .
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i d e a  t h a t  h e  h a s  none a t  a l l .
The comic e l e m e n t  so o b v io u s  a t  t h e  s t a r t  o f  t h e  f i n a l  
Gawain-Green K n ig h t  e n c o u n t e r ,  m o re o v e r ,  s e r v e s  d i r e c t l y  to  
d i f f u s e  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  H e ro ic  P l o t  m o t i f  
and to  d i m i n i s h  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  p h y s i c a l  h e ro i s m .  The 
n a r r a t i v e  fo c u s  i n  S i r  Gawain l i e s  n o t  so much on t h e  p h y s i c a l  
a c t i o n  i t s e l f  as  on w ha t  t h e  a c t i o n  s e r v e s  t o  i n d i c a t e  ab o u t  
t h e  p e r s o n a l  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t .  T h is  f a c t  becomes 
c l e a r e r  as  we t u r n  f rom  t h e  m a jo r  h e r o - m o n s t e r  c o n f l i c t  to  
look  a t  t h e  manner  i n  w h ich  G aw a in 's  o t h e r  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  a r e  
t r e a t e d .  D uring  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s  j o u r n e y  i n  q u e s t  o f  t h e  
Green K n ig h t ,  Gawain e n c o u n t e r s  d a n g e r  a t  e v e ry  t w i s t  and t u r n  
o f  t h e  p a t h .  The h e r o  bumps i n t o  d r a g o n s ,  o g r e s ,  and o t h e r  
a s s o r t e d  v i c i o u s  c r e a t u r e s  w i t h  monotonous r e g u l a r i t y  a s  he 
r i d e s  i n  s e a r c h  o f  t h e  Green C hape l ,  and he overcomes them a l l  
by s h e e r  f o r c e  o f  h i s  p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h  and m a r t i a l  p ro w e ss .  
The p o e t ,  however,  does  n o t  even  b o t h e r  t o  d e t a i l  any o f  t h e s e  
combats and g l o s s e s  o v e r  them en m asse  i n  l e s s  t h a n  a s i n g l e  
s t a n z a :
At vch e  w arbe  o b e r  w a t e r  'per ^e w ^ e  p a s s e d  
He fo n d e  a fo o  nym b y f o r e ,  b o t  f e r l y  h i t  w ere ,
And jpat so  f o u l e  and so f e l l e  )?at f e ^ t  hym byhode .
So mony m e ru a y l  b i  mount ^>er jpe mon fy n d e z ,
H i t  w ere  t o  t o r e  f o r  t o  t e l l e  o f  )pe ter ibe  d o l e .  
Sumwhyle wyth  wormez he  w e r r e z ,  and w i t n  w olues  a l s ,  
Sumwhyle wyth  wodwos, ]pat woned i n  ]pe k n a r r e z ,
Bo|?e wyth b u l l e z  and b e r e z ,  and b o r e z  o |?e rq u y le ,
And e t a y n e z ,  jpat hym a n e l e d e  o f  ]pe he^e  f e l l e ;
Nade he  ben  d u 3 ty  and d ry ^ e ,  and D r ^ t e n  had  s e r u e d ,  
D o u te l e s  he  hade  ben  ded and d r e p e d  f u l  o f t e .
(715-725)
G aw ain 's  f i g h t i n g  a b i l i t y  i s  r e v e a l e d  as  he l e a v e s  th e  b o d ie s
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of  h i s  s l a i n  f o e s  s t r e w n  by t h e  w a y s id e .  His  c o u ra g e  and 
r e s o l u t e n e s s  o f  s p i r i t ,  a g a i n ,  a r e  e v id e n c e d  as  he  c o n t i n u e s  
on h i s  "wyslum way” (690) r e g a r d l e s s  o f  t h e  t e r r i b l e  d a n g e r  
f a c i n g  him a t  p r a c t i c a l l y  e v e ry  s t e p .  The b a t t l e s  t h a t  f u n c t i o n  
to  draw f o r t h  t h e s e  h e r o i c  q u a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  n e v e r ­
t h e l e s s ,  a r e  i n  t h e m s e lv e s  c u r s o r i l y  d i s m i s s e d .  Though 
o b v io u s ly  l i f e - a n d - d e a t h  s t r u g g l e s  o f  a k i n d  t h a t  t h e  c o n f r o n ­
t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  Green K n ig h t  i s  n o t ,  t h e y  a r e  b r u s h e d  a s i d e  
w i th  b a r e l y  a m e n t io n .  The p a s s a g e  i t s e l f  i s  q u i t e  s a t i r i c  i n  
tone  and tem p e r ,  and r e v e a l s  t h e  " c o m i c - r e a l i s t i c  s p i r i t "  w i t h  
which,  as  Sacvan  B e r c o v i t c h  comments, t h e  p o e t  " l a u g h s  good-  
n a t u r e d l y  a t  c e r t a i n  a r t i f i c i a l  romance c o n v e n t i o n s . "^ N e i t h e r  
the  " f e l l e "  m o n s t e r s  n o r  t h e  p h y s i c a l  t h r e a t s  t h e y  p o s e  t o  t h e  
hero  a r e  t a k e n  s e r i o u s l y  i n  t h e  w o r ld  o f  t h e  poem. P h y s i c a l  
a c t i o n  i n v o l v i n g  t h e  p h y s i c a l l y  m o n s t ro u s  and a g g r e s s i v e  i s  
h e r e  o f  even l e s s  r e l e v a n c e  t o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  c o n c e rn s  t h a n  i n  
T r i s t a n  o r  Y v a in , f o r  t h e s e  c o n f l i c t s  rem a in  i n  th e m s e lv e s  
e s s e n t i a l l y  p u r p o s e l e s s  and m e a n i n g l e s s .
Even a s  t h e  m o n s t ro u s  i s  s a t i r i z e d  as  b e i n g  f a n t a s t i c  
and comic,  t h e  p o e t  makes e x p l i c i t  t h a t  t h e  r e a l  t h r e a t ,  t h e  
s e r i o u s  t h r e a t ,  t o  t h e  h e ro  comes from a more n a t u r a l  and 
e l e m e n ta l  s o u r c e .  The v e r y  same s t a n z a  w h ich  t e l l s  o f  G aw ain 's  
ease  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  p h y s i c a l  o p p o n en ts  he m ee ts  goes  on
'’"Romance and Anti-Romance i n  S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green 
K n i g h t ,"  PQ, XLIV (1 9 6 5 ) ,  30.
133
im m ed ia te ly  t o  r e c o r d  h i s  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  c o p in g  w i t h  t h e  f r e e z ­
ing  w i n t e r  w e a th e r  he  e n c o u n t e r s :
For  w e r r e  w r a th e d  hym n o t  so  much jpat w y n te r  n a s  w o r s , 
When ^ e  c o l d e  c l e r  w a t e r  f r o  jpe c lo u d e z  s c h a d d e ,
And f r e s  e r  h i t  f a l l e  m j ^ t  t o  }?e f a l e  er |?e;
Ner s l a y n  w i t h  |^e s l e t e  ne s l e p e d  i n  h i s  y r n e s  
Mo n y ^ t e z  jpen in n o g e  i n  nak ed  r o k k e z ,
|per as  c l a t e r a n d e  f r o  ^ e  c r e s t  ^e c o l d e  b o rn e  r e n n e z ,  
And henged  hy^e  o u e r  h i s  hed e  i n  h a r d  i i s s e - i k k l e s .
(726-32)
Though t h e  p r e c e d i n g  l i n e s  g i v e  u s  a c l e a r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  
h e r o ’ s p h y s i c a l  e x c e l l e n c e  i n  combat ,  t h e  s t r e s s  i n  t h i s  s t a n z a  
rem ains  p o i n t e d l y  on h i s  i n a b i l i t y  t o  c i r c u m v e n t  t h e  e f f e c t s  
of  t h e  in c l e m e n t  w e a t h e r .  Gawain may overcome a l l  p h y s i c a l  
m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  m o n s t ro u s  a s p e c t  o f  N a tu r e ,  such  as  
" e t a y n e z "  and "worm ez,"  b u t  i s  h i m s e l f  i n d e e d  w e l l - n i g h  p h y s i ­
c a l l y  overcome by t h e  h o s t i l e  a s p e c t  o f  N a tu re  as  m a n i f e s t e d  
in  t h e  a d v e r s e  e n v i r o n m e n ta l  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  " s l e t e "  and " r e n n e z . "
S i g n i f i c a n t l y  enough, t h e  h e r o ’s i n c a p a c i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  
the  e x t e r n a l  e l e m e n ts  o f  N a tu r e  e x t e n d s  t o  encompass a s p e c t s  o f  
h i s  own i n n e r  n a t u r e  a s  w e l l . Our v iew  o f  Gawain i s  su ch  t h a t  
we se e  him s t e a d i l y  and  we s e e  him w ho le .  The a c t i o n  i n  which  
he i s  i n v o l v e d  d u r in g  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s  j o u r n e y  h i g h l i g h t s  n o t  
on ly  h i s  h e r o i c  s t r e n g t h s  b u t  a l s o  h i s  human w e a k n e s s e s .  Though 
Gawain r i d e s  on w i t h  u n f l i n c h i n g  c o u r a g e ,  we a r e  in fo rm e d  t h a t  
"hym no gomen j?o^t" (692) as  he makes h i s  s o l i t a r y  way th ro u g h  
t e r r i t o r y  " s t r a u n g e ” and  "vnbene"  ( 7 0 9 -1 0 ) ,  so v e r y  " F e r  . . . 
f r o  h i s  f r e n d e z "  (714) and t h e  c i v i l i z e d  w o r ld  o f  t h e  c o u r t .
The d i s c o m f o r t  s u f f e r e d  by t h e  h e r o  i n c o r p o r a t e s  e l e m e n ts  n o t  
only  o f  h i s  body and mind ,  b u t  e x t e n d s  even t o  h i s  s o p h i s t i c a t e d
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p a l a t e  as  we n o t e  t h a t  "he  fo n d e  n o ^ t  hym b y f o r e  |?e f a r e  
j?at he  ly k e d "  ( 6 9 4 ) .  These  g l im p s e s  i n t o  G aw ain 's  p r i v a t e  
and p e r s o n a l  n a t u r e ,  how ever ,  i n  no way t a r n i s h  o u r  v iew  o f  
h i s  h e r o i c  s t a t u r e  and  w o r th .  R a t h e r ,  t h e  more we l e a r n  o f  
h i s  p e r s o n a l  q u a l i t y ,  t h e  more we come to  ad m ire  him f o r  
p r e s s i n g  on i n  s p i t e  o f  a l l  t h e  " p e r y l  and payne and p l y t e s  
f u l  h a r d e "  (733) t h a t  he  m ust  e n d u re .
As we t u r n  f rom  t h e  a r e n a  o f  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  t o  t a k e  
a c l o s e r  lo o k  a t  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  Gawain, t h e  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  
i n n e r  m e n ta l  and m o ra l  f ramework o f  c h a r a c t e r  becomes more 
e v i d e n t .  I n  F i t  I I ,  a f t e r  Gawain h as  a l r e a d y  d e m o n s t r a t e d  
h i s  v a l o u r  a t  t h e  c o u r t  i n  a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  Green K n ig h t ,  
we a r e  g iv e n  an e x p l i c i t  and d e t a i l e d  a c c o u n t  o f  h i s  h e r o i c  
f i b r e .  The p o e t  d e v o t e s  o v e r  a h u n d red  l i n e s  t o  t h a t  s p e c i ­
f i c  p u rp o s e  i n  t h e  a rm in g -o f -G aw a in  sc en e  (5 6 6 -6 9 9 ) .  And 
h e r e ,  though  t h e  s u p e r l a t i v e  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  armour 
p r o v id e s  i n  i t s e l f  a  c l e a r  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  o u t s t a n d i n g  
s t a t u r e  and w o r th ,  t h e  f o c u s  r em a in s  p o i n t e d l y  on t h e  s p e c i a l  
f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  s h i e l d  which  s i g n i f y  t h e  t r u l y  commendable
g
n a t u r e  and e x t e n t  o f  h i s  i n t r i n s i c  v i r t u e .
£
Burrow r e g a r d s  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  Gawain to  be  " c l e a r l y  
c o n c e iv e d  as  one o f  t h o s e  ' d e s c r i p t i o n e s  p e r s o n a ru m '  b e lo v e d  
o f  m e d ie v a l  r h e t o r i c i a n s "  (p .  3 8 ) .  He e l a b o r a t e s  on t h i s  
i d e a  w i t h  r e f e r e n c e  to  a p a s s a g e  from t h e  Ars V e r s i f i c a t o r i a  
by Matthew o f  Vendome: " I t  i s  a  do u b le  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  
k in d  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  by Matthew as  e u l o g i s t i c  ( ' a d  l a u d e m ' ) ,  
p r a i s i n g  b o th  t h e  'homo e x t e r i o r '  and th e  ' i n t e r i o r i s  hom in is  
p r o p r i e t a t e s ' .  The ' d e s c r i p t i o  s u p e r f i c i a l i s ' i s  somewhat 
p e c u l i a r ,  i n  t h a t  i t  i s  d e v o te d  to  armour and weapons t o  t h e  
e x c l u s i o n  o f  'membrorum e l e g a n t i a '  (we n e v e r  g e t  any c l e a r
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G aw ain 's  w a r - g e a r ,  w h i l e  e m in e n t ly  p r a c t i c a l  f o r  u se
i n  combat,  i s  y e t  r i c h l y  e m b e l l i s h e d ,  and th e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  
h i s  a c c o u t r e m e n t s  (566-618)  c r e a t e s  an im p r e s s io n  o f  m agn i­
f i c e n t  s p l e n d o u r  w h ich  c o r r e s p o n d s  t o  t h e  k n i g h t ' s  h e r o i c  
s t a n d i n g  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e .  His armour i s  
f a s h i o n e d  from s t r o n g  " s t e l "  b u t  gleams w i t h  " k n o te z  o f  g o ld e "  
and r e s t s  upon t h e  "wlonk s t u f f e "  he  w ears  n e x t  to  h i s  s k i n ;  
h i s  s u r c o a t  i s  " r y c h e ; "  he  h as  " g o l d  s p o r e z ; "  h i s  sword i s  
f a s t e n e d  a t  h i s  s i d e  w i t h  a  " s i l k  s a y n ' "  h i s  v i s o r  i s  e n ­
c a s e d  i n  a c o v e r i n g  l a v i s h l y  e m b ro id e re d  w i t h  t h e  " b e s t  
gemmez /  On b ro d e  s y lk y n  b o r d e ; "  w h i l e  t h e  c i r c l e t  t h a t  
crowns h i s  h e a d  i s  y e t  "more o p r y s "  and s e t  w i t h  f l a s h i n g  
" d i a m a u n t e z . "  G aw a in 's  w o r th  i s  r e f l e c t e d  n o t  o n ly  i n  h i s  
own " g o o d ly c h  g e r e "  b u t  even  i n  t h e  t r a p p i n g s  o f  h i s  h o r s e .
The h a r n e s s  i s  " r y c h e "  and " lem ed o f  g o l d e ; "  t h e  s a d d l e  i s  
d e c o r a t e d  " f u l  g a y l y  w i t h  mony g o ld e  f r e n g e s ;"  t h e  b r i d l e  i s  
w i t h  " g o ld e  b o u n d en ;"  and a l l  i s  " r a y l e d  on r e d  r y c h e  g o ld e  
n a y l e z "  so t h a t  e v e r y t h i n g  " g l y t e r e d  and g l e n t  a s  glem o f  Ipe 
s u n n e . "  The i n f e r e n c e  i s  u n m i s t a k a b l e .  The em phasis  h e r e ,  
however,  i s  on t h e  d a z z l i n g  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  equ ipm en t .  
A l l  we l e a r n  o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  q u a l i t y  i s  t h a t  he i s  a " s t i f
id e a  o f  what  Gawain lo o k s  l i k e ) ; b u t  t h i s  i s  n a t u r a l  i n  an 
arming s c e n e .  I t  i s  f o r  t h e  same r e a s o n  t h a t  t h e  ' d e s c r i p t i o  
i n t r i n s e c a '  i s  i t s e l f  f o r m a l l y  s u b o r d i n a t e d  to  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  
o f  t h e  equ ipm en t .  Both  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  f o l l o w  from t h e  one a c t  
o f  a r t i s t i c  e c o n o m y -- th e  com bin ing  o f  t h e  r h e t o r i c i a n s '  s e t  
' d e s c r i p t i o '  w i t h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  arming s c e n e  o f  t h e  o r a l  
p o e t s "  (pp .  3 8 - 3 9 ) .
mon" w i t h  " t h i k
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With r e g a r d  t o  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  s h i e l d  (619- 
655) ,  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  r e v e r s e d .  A l l  we a r e  t o l d  a b o u t  t h e  
p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  a r t i f a c t  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  made o f  
" s c h y r  g o u l e z , "  and t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  p a s s a g e  a n a l y z e s  t h e  
emblem embossed upon i t  as  r e l a t i n g  t o  t h e  h e r o ' s  p e r s o n a l  
m e n ta l  and m o ra l  q u a l i t y .  The p e n t a n g l e  p a s s a g e ,  a s  Burrow 
re m a rk s ,  c o n t r i b u t e s  d i r e c t l y  t o  o u r  " s e n s e  o f  t h e  m o ra l  
v a l u e s  w hich  Gawain i s  to  r e p r e s e n t  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s  
impending a d v e n t u r e . "  The p o e t  l e a v e s  us i n  no d o u b t  as  t o  
p r e c i s e l y  why t h a t  " p e n t a n g e l  d e p a y n t  o f  p u r e  g o ld e  hwez . . .
besemed ^ e  se g g e  s e m ly ly  f a y r e "  o r  how i t  " ap en d ez  to  j^at 
p ry n c e  n o b l e " .  We a r e  in fo rm e d  r i g h t  from t h e  s t a r t  t h a t  
th e  f i v e - p o i n t e d  p e n t a n g l e ,  t h a t  " e l d e l e s  k n o t , "  i s  a 
"syngne  . . . b y toknyng  o f  trawj?e"^ a i • ■ i as  su ch  i t  " a c c o r d e z "  
d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  k n i g h t :
F o r  ay f a y t h f u l  i n  fy u e  and s e r e  fy u e  syj?ez 
Gawan w a tz  f o r  gode knawen, and as  g o ld e  p u r e d ,
Voyded o f  vch e  v y l a n y ,  wyth v e r t u e z  ennourned
^Read ing  o f  " S i r  G aw ain ,"  p .  39.
g
Burrow g i v e s  us an i d e a  o f  what  t h e  word " t r a w ^ e "  may have  
meant to  a c o n te m p o ra ry  a u d i e n c e .  A f t e r  n o t i n g  t h e  v a r i o u s  
meanings o f  t h e  word as  l i s t e d  i n  t h e  O .E .D . ,  he comments: .
"The e v id e n c e  o f  t h e  D i c t i o n a r y  . . . s u g g e s t s  t h a t  ' t r u t h ' - -
i n s o f a r  as  i t  was a m o ra l  te rm ,  d e n o t in g  t h e  ' p r o p e r t i e s  o f  
th e  i n n e r  m a n ' - - h a d  f o u r  main  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  m ean ings  a t  
th e  t im e  when S i r  Gawain was composed. To p r a i s e  a man f o r  
h i s  ' t r u t h '  m ig h t  mean (a)  t h a t  he was l o y a l  t o  p e o p l e ,  
p r i n c i p l e s ,  o r  p r o m i s e s ,  (b) t h a t  he  had  f a i t h  i n  God, (c) 
t h a t  he was w i t h o u t  d e c e i t ,  o r  (d) t h a t  he was u p r i g h t  and 
v i r t u o u s .  These  v a r i o u s  m eanings  a r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  c l o s e l y  
r e l a t e d  to  one a n o t h e r ;  b u t  t h e y  l e a v e  room f o r  a c e r t a i n  
amount o f  s e m a n t i c  m a n o e u v r in g ,  and t h e  Gawain- p o e t  e x p l o i t s  
t h i s  to  t h e  f u l l  i n  h i s  e x p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  p e n t a n g l e "  (pp.  4 3 - 4 4 ) .
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i n  m ote ;
F o r^y  \>e p e n t a n g e l  nwe 
He b e r  i n  s c h e l d e  and c o t e ,
As t u l k  o f  t a l e  m ost  t rw e
And g e n t y l e s t  k n y ^ t  o f  l o t e .  (632-39)
The p o e t ,  how ever ,  i s  n o t  c o n t e n t  w i t h  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h a t  t h e  
g e o m e t r i c a l  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  t h i s  " sy n g n e "  and t h e  p u r i t y  o f  t h e  
r i c h  m e t a l  f rom  w h ich  i t  i s  f a s h i o n e d  emblemize G aw a in 's  own 
p e r f e c t i o n  and  p u r i t y  o f  c h a r a c t e r .  Having g iv e n  us  a v iew  
o f  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  v i r t u e ,  t h e  p o e t  e x p l i c a t e s  i t s  
p r e c i s e  n a t u r e  and d i l a t e s  upon t h e  f i v e - f o l d  b a s i s  o f  t h e  
i d e a l  t h a t  Gawain embodies  and to  w h ich  he  i s  "ay  f a y t h f u l "
(6 4 0 -5 6 ) .  We l e a r n  t h a t  t h e  h e ro  i s  f a u l t l e s s  i n  h i s  " f y u e
9 10w y t t e z ; "  t h a t  he  h a s  n e v e r  f a i l e d  i n  h i s  " fy u e  f y n g r e s ; "
t h a t  h i s  f e a l t y  i s  f i x e d  upon t h e  " f y u e  woundez" r e c e i v e d  by
C h r i s t  on t h e  c r o s s ;  t h a t  h i s  v a l o u r  and p row ess  i n  b a t t l e
9
R. W. Ackerman s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  f i r s t  p e n t a d  s h o u ld  be 
t a k e n  t o  mean t h a t  Gawain was " fo u n d  w i t h o u t  s i n  i n  t h e  f i v e  
s e n s e s "  ( "G a w a in 's  S h i e l d :  P e n e t e n t i a l  D o c t r i n e  i n  Gawain and 
th e  Green K n i g h t ,"  A n g l i a , LXXVI (1 9 5 8 ) ,  26 3 ) .  Ackerman, how­
ever ,  em phas izes  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  p e n t a n g l e  
too  h e a v i l y  f o r  h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t o  be  w h o l ly  a c c e p t a b l e .
"^Ackerman r e g a r d s  t h e  second  p e n t a d  as  a d i r e c t  e x t e n s i o n  
o f  t h e  f i r s t  and f e e l s  t h a t  h e r e  " t h e  p o e t  s i n g l e d  o u t  t h e  
s e n s e  o f  to u c h  f o r  s p e c i a l  m e n t io n "  (p .  26 3 ) .  T h is  a rgum en t ,  
however,  i s  n o t  to o  c o n v i n c in g .  R i c h a r d  H am i l to n  Green p r e ­
s e n t s  a more a c c e p t a b l e  s u g g e s t i o n .  He a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  f i v e  
f i n g e r s  a r e  an  a l l e g o r y  o f  t h e  f i v e  n a t u r a l  v i r t u e s  ( j u s t i c e ,  
p ru d e n c e ,  t e m p e ra n c e ,  f o r t i t u d e ,  and o b e d ie n c e )  and t h e r e f o r e  
p o i n t  t o  " n a t u r a l  p e r f e c t i o n "  f rom w h ich  w i t h  " t h e  f i v e  wounds 
o f  C h r i s t  and t h e  f i v e  j o y s  o f  Mary we move . . .  t o  f i g u r e s  
o f  t h e  t h e o l o g i c a l  v i r t u e s  o f  f a i t h  and hope"  ( "G a w a in 's  
S h i e l d  and t h e  Q u es t  f o r  P e r f e c t i o n , "  ELH, XXIX (1 9 6 2 ) ,  13 4 ) .  
P e r f e c t i o n  i n  t h e  f i v e  f i n g e r s ,  however,  may be  t a k e n  a s  a 
s im p le  r e f e r e n c e  to  G aw a in 's  p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h  and m a r t i a l  
prowess i n  b a t t l e .
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i s  founded  upon t h e  f i v e  j o y s  o f  t h e  V i rg in " * " w h o s e  image i s
" d e p a y n te d "  on t h e  i n s i d e  s u r f a c e  o f  h i s  s h i e l d  to  h e a r t e n
him i n  moments o f  c r i s i s ;  and t h a t  he  i s  unm atched  i n  t h e
" f y f t  f y u e "  v i r t u e s  o r  i n  t h e  e x e r c i s e  o f  h i s  g e n e r o s i t y ,
12h i s  b r o t h e r l y  l o v e ,  h i s  c o n t i n e n c e ,  h i s  co m p ass io n ,  and h i s  
c o u r t e s y .
The c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l ,  t h e n ,  d i r e c t l y  " g o v e r n [ s ]  t h e
t h r e e  domains o f  a c t i v i t y ,  t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  t h e  r e l i g i o u s ,  and
t h e  c o u r t l y ,  i n  w h ich  i co m p le te  k n i g h t ,  t h e  v e r i t a b l e  man,
m igh t  d e m o n s t r a t e  h i s  p e r f e c t i o n , "  as  George E n g e l h a r d t  p o i n t s  
13o u t .  I t  i s  t h i s  a l l - i n c l u s i v e  v iew  t h a t  o p e r a t e s  i n  t h e  
w o r ld  o f  t h e  poem, w i t h  n e i t h e r  domain p r e c l u d i n g  t h e  s i g n i ­
f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  o t h e r s  i n  d e t e r m in in g  t h e  s t a t u r e  o f  t h e  h e r o .  
J u s t  as  t h e  s p l e n d i d  n a t u r e  o f  G aw ain 's  arm our  i s  d i r e c t l y  
sym ptom at ic  o f  h i s  c o u ra g e  and m ig h t  i n  b a t t l e ,  so t h e
F or  an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  t h e  t h e o l o g i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  
and a s s o c i a t i o n s  o f  t h e  f i v e  wounds o f  C h r i s t  and t h e  f i v e  
j o y s  o f  Mary i n  r e l a t i o n  to  t h e  s a c ra m e n t  o f  p e n a n c e ,  s e e  
A ckerm an 's  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e s e  l i n e s ,  pp.  263-64 .
12 /W ith r e s p e c t  t o  " p i t e , "  t h e  v i r t u e  t h a t  " p a s s e z  a l l e
p a y n te z "  ( 6 5 4 ) ,  Burrow rem arks  t h a t  i n  " f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y
E n g l i s h  t h e  c o g n a te  forms ' p i e t y '  and ' p i t y '  w ere  n o t
d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  i n  m ean ing :  so t h e  G a w a i n -p o e t ' s ' p i t e '  can
c o r r e s p o n d  to  e i t h e r  modern word" ( p . 5 7 ) .  As he  goes  on
to  n o t e ,  how ever ,  " ' p i t y '  makes b e t t e r  s e n s e  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t "
(p. 47, n .  21 ) .
*"^"The P re d ic a m e n t  o f  G aw ain ,"  MLQ, XVI (1 9 5 5 ) ,  219. 
E n g e l h a r d t ' s  e x p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  
i d e a l  i s  in d e e d  m ost  r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  s tu d y  o f  t h e  poem 
as p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r .
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v i r t u e s  en u m era ted  i n  t h e  p e n t a n g l e - p a s s a g e  h i g h l i g h t  h i s
o u t s t a n d i n g  q u a l i t y  i n  b o t h  t h e  s o c i a l  and m o ra l  f i e l d s  o f
en d eav o u r .  The emblem on G aw a in 's  s h i e l d  may i n d i c a t e ,  as
R ic h a rd  Green n o t e s ,  " t h e  m o ra l  p e r f e c t i o n  to  w hich  t h e
k n i g h t  as  in i l e s  C h r i s  t i  a s p i r e s .  However,  as  Burrow
c a u t i o n s ,  " t h e  i d e a l  o f  ' p u r e d '  p e r f e c t i o n  w hich  he  [Gawain]
r e p r e s e n t s  i s  n o t  t o  be  i d e n t i f i e d  to o  e x c l u s i v e l y  w i t h
15' r i g h t e o u s n e s s ' - - r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h  and  s i n l e s s n e s s , "  f o r  t h e  
i d e a l  " i n v o l v e s  t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  man b e f o r e  s o c i e t y  a s  w e l l  
as  b e f o r e  G o d . " ^
The i n t e r r e l a t e d  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  v i r t u e s  which  co m p r ise  
th e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l  i s  b r o u g h t  o u t  n o t  o n ly  t h r o u g h  t h e  arm- 
in g -o f -G a w a in  s c e n e ,  b u t  a l s o  t h r o u g h  t h e  v iew  o f  t h e  k n i g h t ' s  
w eakening  i n  c h a r a c t e r  a t  t h e  c a s t l e .  The l a s t  few l i n e s  o f  
th e  p e n t a n g l e - p a s s a g e ,  a s  Burrow r e m a rk s ,  p o i n t  t o  t h e  i d e a  
t h a t  th o u g h  " t h e  q u a l i t i e s  w h ich  go t o  make up G aw a in 's  
' t r a w |? e '  . . . a r e  d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  one f rom a n o t h e r  . . . 
[ t h e y ]  n e v e r t h e l e s s  i n  some way form a c o n t in u o u s  whole  as  
w e l l . " ^  The n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  emblem i s  made e x p l i c i t :
■^"G aw ain 's  S h i e l d  and t h e  Q ues t  f o r  P e r f e c t i o n , "  ELH, 
XXIX (1 9 6 2 ) ,  135.
“^ R ead ing  o f  " S i r  G aw ain ,"  p .  46.
^ R ead ing  o f  " S i r  G aw ain ,"  p .  47.
“^ R e a d i n g  o f  " S i r  G a w a i n , "  p .  4 9 .
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Now a l l e  ^ese  fy u e  syj?ez, f o r  so b e ,  w ere  f e t l e d  on
b i s  k n y ^ t ,
And vchone  h a l c h e d  i n  o ^ e r ,  |?at non ende h ad e ,
And fy c h e d  vpon fy u e  p o y n te z ,  |?a t  f a y l d  n e u e r ,
Ne samned n e u e r  i n  no sy d e ,  ne  s u n d re d  n o u ^ e r ,
W i th o u te n  ende a t  any noke I  o q u e re  fy n d e ,
W hereeuer  J?e gomen bygan ,  o r  g lo d  t o  an  ende .
(656-61)
The p e n t a n g l e  i s  a f i g u r e  i n  w hich  t h e  p a r t s  a r e  i n  p e r f e c t  
b a l a n c e .  The l i n e s  a r e  a l l  e q u a l  to  each  o t h e r ,  and t h e  
p o i n t s  a r e  a l l  e q u i d i s t a n t  f rom each  o t h e r .  The f i v e  s e p a r ­
a t e  p o i n t s  o f  t h e  p e n t a n g l e - f i g u r e  a r e  y e t  a l l  i n t e r c o n n e c t e d ,  
f o r  each  n o t  o n ly  e x t e n d s  f rom b u t  draws i n t o  t h e  o t h e r  i n  an 
o v e r l a p p i n g  p a t t e r n  o f  l i n e s  t o  form t h e  " e n d e l e s  k n o t . "  And 
so i t  i s  w i t h  t h e  " f y u e  p o y n te z "  o f  G aw ain 's  v i r t u e .  Only
when found  i n  e q u i p o i s e  do th e y  p o s i t  t h e  " i d e a l  o f  i n t e g r i t y  
18o r  o n e n e s s . "  Any i m p e r f e c t i o n  i n  any one a s p e c t  o f  i t s  
p a r t s  d e s t r o y s  t h e  i n t r i n s i c  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  t h e  w h o le .  I t  i s  
n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  G aw a in 's  f a i l i n g  i n  t h e  t e s t  co n ­
d u c te d  by B e r c i l a k  s h o u ld  r e f l e c t  on a l l  " t h r e e  domains o f  
a c t i v i t y "  i n  w hich  t h e  h e r o ' s  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  c h a r a c t e r  i s  
p o s t u l a t e d .  G aw a in 's  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h e  g r e e n  g i r d l e  demon­
s t r a t e s  n o t  o n ly  a w eakening  o f  h i s  co u ra g e  i n  b a t t l e  b u t  a 
w eakening  o f  h i s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  V i r g i n  and h e r  " c h y ld e "  (6 4 6 ) ,  
and t h i s  a c t i o n  l e a d s  d i r e c t l y  to  t h e  s u b s e q u e n t  b r e a c h  o f  
p ro m ise  i n  t h e  a p p a r e n t l y  i n c o n s e q u e n t i a l  s o c i a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  
w i th  h i s  f r i e n d l y  h o s t .  J u s t  a s  t h e  " c o m p re h e n s iv e  symbolism 
o f  t h e  p e n t a n g l e  p r e c l u d e s  t h e  e x c l u s i v e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f
18 B u r r o w ,  p .  5 0 .
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19Gawain w i t h  any s i n g l e  v i r t u e , "  so o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  
h e r o ' s  f l a w  i n  c h a r a c t e r  c a n n o t  be  l i m i t e d  t o  an  a n a l y s i s  o f  
h i s  b e h a v i o u r  i n  te rm s  o f  any s i n g l e  f i e l d  o f  k n i g h t l y  
e n d e a v o u r .
The manner i n  w hich  G aw a in 's  f a l l  f rom p e r f e c t i o n  i s
d e a l t  w i t h  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  a g a i n ,  s e r v e s  t o  h i g h l i g h t  t h e
i n t e g r a t e d  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  i d e a l  he
r e p r e s e n t s .  The t r i a l  i t s e l f  t a k e s  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h e  s o c i a l
20a r e n a  o f  a c a s t l e .  The a c t i o n ,  however,  does  n o t  p r e c l u d e  
an aw a ren ess  o f  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  domains o f  p h y s i c a l  
b a t t l e  and r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h  i n  d e t e r m in in g  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  
p r e s e n t  " c o n f l i c t . "  I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  two p r e v i o u s  o c c a s i o n s  
on which  t h e  k n i g h t  i s  v i s i t e d  i n  h i s  bedchamber  by t h e  
b e a u te o u s  c h a t e l a i n e ,  t h e  t h i r d  m orning  f i n d s  him s t i l l  
"drowping depe"  (1 7 4 8 ) .  As she  e n t e r s ,  Gawain i s  i n  t h e  
t h r o e s  o f  an  u n e a s y  s l e e p  d i s t u r b e d  by "dreme" (1750) and
■ ^ E n g e l h a r d t , p .  219, n .  3.
20 The comic e l e m e n t  i s  a s  u n m is t a k a b l e  h e r e  a s  i t  i s  a t  
th e  s t a r t  o f  t h e  second  Gawain-Green K n ig h t  e n c o u n t e r ,  and 
i n  b o th  i n s t a n c e s  i t  i s  r o o t e d  i n  t h e  s t a r t l i n g l y  u n c h a r a c ­
t e r i s t i c  s t a n c e  o f  t h e  h e ro  i n  a c t i o n .  I n  t h e  a r e n a  o f  amour 
c o u r t o i s , as  i n  t h e  a r e n a  o f  p h y s i c a l  combat,  Gawain i s  more 
a c t e d  upon th a n  a c t i n g .  We c a n n o t  b u t  c h u c k le  a t  t h e  v ie w  o f  
th e  dough ty  h e r o  who i s  b o l d l y  p r e s s u r e d  by h i s  f a i r  v i s i t o r  
to  a c c e p t  t h e  o f f e r  o f  h e r  body ,  and who i s  even  a t  t h e  end 
th e  r e c e i v e r  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  b e s to w e r  o f  k i s s e s .  However, 
as i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  t h e  comedy h e r e  does  n o t  
d e t r a c t  f rom t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  a c t i o n .  The humorous 
r e v e r s a l  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  m a le - f e m a l e  r o l e s  i n  t h e  game o f  
lo v e  as  e n a c t e d  i n  t h e  bedroom does n o t  n e g a t e  t h e  s e r i o u s  
n a t u r e  o f  t h e  t e s t  i t s e l f .
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"xnony \>ro  ^ o ^ t e s "  (1751) a b o u t  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  on 
th e  morrow a g a i n s t  t h e  Green K n ig h t .  I t  i s  f rom  t h e s e  d a r k  
"sw euenes"  (1756) o f  "How ^?at d e s t i n e  s c h u l d e  J?at day d e l e  
hym h i s  wyrde"  (1753) t h a t  he  s u r f a c e s  t o  c o n f r o n t  t h e  l a d y  
n o t  o n ly  e m in e n t ly  d e s i r a b l e  b u t  o b v i o u s l y  w i l l i n g .  T h is  
t im e ,  t h e  l a d y ' s  ap p ro a c h  goes  f u r t h e r  t h a n  a v e r b a l  a s s a u l t  
on t h e  h e r o ' s  " h e n d e la y k "  (1228) o r  h i s  " c o r t a y s y "  (1491) t o  
i n c o r p o r a t e  a d i r e c t  a s s a u l t  on h i s  s e n s e s ,  f o r  sh e  w a lk s  i n  
w i th  h e r  l o v e l y  f a c e  and g r a c e f u l  t h r o a t  " a l  n a k e d ,  /  H i r  b r e s t  
b a r e  b i f o r e ,  and b i h i n d e  eke"  (1 7 4 0 -4 1 ) .  And h e r  p u r p o s e  comes 
c l o s e  t o  a c h ie v e m e n t .  Consc ious  as  Gawain i s  o f  t h e  c e r t a i n  
d e a th  w hich  he  m us t  f a c e  a l l  to o  soon ,  t h e  t e m p t a t i o n  t o  e n jo y  
what l i f e  h as  t o  o f f e r  a lm o s t  overwhelms t h e  k n i g h t  and 
"w a l la n d e  j o y e  warmed h i s  h e r t "  (1 7 6 2 ) .  B e fo re  i n f o rm in g  us 
how t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  i s  r e s o l v e d ,  however,  t h e  p o e t  i n t e r j e c t s  
a comment w hich  e x p l i c i t l y  draws t h e  domain o f  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h  
i n t o  t h e  r e a lm  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  as  he  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  Gawain 
s t a n d s  i n  " G re t  p e r i l e "  (1768) u n l e s s  t h e  V i r g i n  s h o u ld  p r o t e c t  
h e r  k n i g h t ,  " N i f  Mare o f  h i r  k n y ^ t  mynne" (1 7 6 9 ) .
G aw ain 's  m o t iv e s  o f  a c t i o n  i n  t h i s  t r i a l  o f  h i s  c h a r ­
a c t e r ,  a g a i n ,  d i r e c t l y  r e f l e c t  upon a l l  t h r e e  f ram es  o f  
r e f e r e n c e  t h a t  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  a c c r e d i t e d  p e r ­
f e c t i o n .  H is  im m edia te  p r e d ic a m e n t  r e l a t e s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  t o  
th e  s o c i a l  and m o ra l  a r e n a s  o f  a c t i o n ,  a f a c t  o f  w h ich  t h e  
h e ro  i s  w e l l  aw are .  His  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  
p r e d ic a m e n t  i s  c a r e f u l l y  d e t a i l e d .  He " c a r e d  f o r  h i s  
c o u r t a y s y e "  and does  n o t  w is h  to  be  " c r a y a y n "  o r  b o o r i s h
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towards  t h e  l a d y  (1773) , b u t  he i s  ’'more'* c o n c e rn e d  " f o r  h i s  
m eschef"  i f  he  " s c h u l d e  make synne"  by succumbing to  h i s  l u s t  
a n d ' t h u s  a l s o  be  a  " t r a y t o r "  t o  h i s  f r i e n d l y  h o s t  ( 1 7 7 4 -7 5 ) .
The second  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  o v e r r i d e s  t h e  f i r s t .  Gawain c a l l s  
upon God to  " s c h y l d e "  him i n  h i s  s t a n d  (1 7 7 6 ) ,  and r e s o l v e s  
h i s  dilemma w i t h o u t  g i v i n g  o f f e n c e  t o  t h e  l a d y  th r o u g h  t h e  
e x e r c i s e  o f  h i s  s o c i a l  f i n e s s e .  As t h e  t e s t  c o n t i n u e s ,  how­
e v e r ,  G aw ain 's  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  e x t e n d s  tow ards  t h e  domain o f  
p h y s i c a l  combat a s  w e l l .  He c o u r t e o u s l y  r e j e c t s  t h e  g o ld  
r i n g  p r o f f e r e d  by t h e  l a d y  as  to k e n  o f  h e r  " l u f , "  and  a t  
f i r s t  m a i n t a i n s  h i s  p o s i t i o n  w i t h  r e s p e c t  even t o  t h e  g r e e n  
g i r d l e  (1 8 3 6 -4 5 ) .  The l a d y  t h e n  goes  on to  e x p l i c a t e  t h e  
m a g ic a l  p r o p e r t y  o f  t h e  g i r d l e ,  s t r e s s i n g  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  who­
ev e r  w ears  i t  "my^t n o t  be s l a y n "  e i t h e r  by th e  u s e  o f  weapons 
o r  t h e  deploym ent  o f  cunn ing  s t r a t e g y  (1 8 5 2 -5 4 ) .  And Gawain 
f a l t e r s :
p e n  k e s t  jpe k n y ^ t ,  and h i t  come to  h i s  h e r t
H i t  were  a  j u e l  f o r  |pe j o p a r d e  ^>at hym iu g g e d  w ere :
When he  ac h eu e d  to  |?e c h a p e l  h i s  chek  f o r  t o  f e c h ,
My^t he  h a f  s ly p p e d  to  be v n s l a y n ,  ]?e s l e ^ t  w ere  n o b l e .
(1855-58)
The l a d y ' s  words b r i n g  Gawain b ac k  to  t h e  h a r ro w in g  aw aren ess  
o f  t h e  d e a d ly  d a n g e r  he  must  f a c e  on t h e  v e r y  n e x t  day i n  t h e  
p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  Green K n ig h t .  And t h i s  aw a re ­
n e s s  p rom pts  Gawain to  a c c e p t  t h e  g i r d l e  and a c q u i e s c e  t o  t h e  
l a d y ' s  p l e a  t o  keep  t h e  g i f t  a s e c r e t  from " h i r  l o r d e "
(1 8 5 9 -6 5 ) .
G aw ain 's  m o t i v e s  o f  a c t i o n  h e r e ,  t h e n ,  r e v e a l  a
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d e m a rk a t io n  i n  h i s  mind be tw een  t h e  f i e l d s  o f  s o c i a l  and m o ra l  
en d e av o r  and  t h a t  o f  p h y s i c a l  com bat.  I t  i s  a b o u t  t h e  c l o s e  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  t h e  t h r e e  t h a t  he  i s  l a t e r  e n l i g h t e n e d .  
A f t e r  t h e  e n c o u n t e r  a t  t h e  Green C h ap e l ,  Gawain n o t  o n ly  l e a r n s  
o f  t h e  i n t e r r e l a t e d  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  e v e n t s  t h a t  o c c u r  a t  
t h e  c a s t l e  and t h e  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  t h a t  t a k e s  p l a c e  on t h e  
b a t t l e f i e l d ,  b u t  a t t a i n s  a  new and  h i g h e r  l e v e l  o f  aw a re n ess  
as t o  t h e  i n t e g r a t e d  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l .  Gawain 
s t a n d s  i n  d u m b s t ru ck  amazement as  t h e  Green  K n ig h t  e x p l i c a t e s  
th e  d i r e c t  c o n n e c t i o n  be tw een  t h e  " t a p p e "  (2357) s u f f e r e d  
d u r in g  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f l i c t  and t h e  f a i l u r e  i n  " t raw |?e"
(2348) a t  t h e  c a s t l e ,
'As p e r l e  b i  ^e q u i t e  p e s e  i s  o f  p r y s  more ,
So i s  Gawayn, i n  god f a y t h ,  b i  o^per gay k n y ^ t e z .
Bot h e r e  yow la k k e d  a l y t t e l ,  s i r ,  and l e w t e  yow w onted ;  
Bot. [>at w a tz  f o r  no wylyde w erke ,  ne  wowyng naujper,
Bot f o r  ^ e  l u f e d  y o u r  l y f ; ^ e  l a s s e  I  yow b lam e.  '
(2364-68)
At t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  t h e  Green K n i g h t ' s  s p e e c h ,  Gawain " i n  
s tu d y  s t o d  a g r e t  w hy le"  (2369) and ,  as  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  
what he h as  h e a r d  s i n k  i n ,  "he s c h ra n k e  f o r  schome" (2 3 7 3 ) .
The Green K n ig h t  may h o l d  t h e  h e r o  " l a s s e "  t o  "b lam e"  f o r  
b e in g  m o t i v a t e d  by h i s  lo v e  f o r  " l y f , "  b u t  G aw a in 's  own 
r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  h i s  f a u l t  i s  to o  f r e s h  t o  p e r m i t  su ch  a 
t o l e r a n t  a c c e p t a n c e . He i s  i n d e e d  much more s e v e r e  and more 
com prehens ive  i n  h i s  own a s s e s s m e n t  o f  h i s  f a i l i n g .  He 
e x c o r i a t e s  h i m s e l f  f o r  h i s  weakness  b o th  as  a w a r r i o r  and 
as a man o f  God, b o t h  f o r  h i s  "cow arddyse"  (2374) and h i s
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21" c o u e ty s e "  (2 3 7 4 ) ,  w h ich  p ro m p ted  him t o  compromise h i s
q u a l i t y  a s  a k n i g h t  o f  t h e  A r t h u r i a n  c o u r t :
F o r  c a r e  o f  |?y knokke cow ardyse  me t a ^ t  
To a c o rd e  me w i t h  c o u e t y s e ,  my kynde t o  f o r s a k e ,
]pat i s  l a r g e s  and l e w t e  jpat lo n g e z  t o  k n y ^ te z .
Now am I  f aw ty  and f a l c e ,  and f e r d e  h a f  ben  e u e r  
Of t r e c h e r y e  and vntrawjj>e.
(2379-83)
G aw ain 's  new u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  i d e a l  o f  h e ro i s m
e x t o l l e d  i n  h i s  w o r ld ,  m o reo v e r ,  i n c u l c a t e s  i n  him a  new
c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  t h e  f r a i l t y  o f  t h e  f l e s h  and g e n e r a t e s  i n
him a new h u m i l i t y .  He r e s o l v e s  t o  w ear  t h e  g r e e n  g i r d l e
from now on a s  a badge  which
i n  syngne o f  my s u r f e t  I  s c h a l  s e  h i t  o f t e ,
When I  r i d e  i n  r en o u n ,  rem orde  t o  m y se lu en  
pe f a u t  end ^e  f a y n t y s e  o f  ^>e f l e s c h e  c r a b b e d ,
How t e n d e r  h i t  i s  t o  e n t y s e  t e c h e s  o f  fylj>e;
And |?us , quen p ry d e  s c h a l  me p r y k  f o r  prowes o f  a r m e s , 
|pe lo k e  to  ^pis l u f - l a c e  s c h a l  l e | ? e  my h e r t .
(2433-38)
And i t  i s  w i t h  t h e  g r e e n  g i r d l e  worn " i n  tokenyng  he w atz  t a n e  
i n  t e c h  o f  a f a u t e "  (2488) t h a t  t h e  h e ro  r e t u r n s  to  t h e  c o u r t .  
As Green comments, t h e  " k n i g h t  who went  o u t  t o  v i n d i c a t e  t h e  
honor  o f  t h e  c o u r t  b o r e  on h i s  s h i e l d  t h e  s i g n  [ o f  t h e  p e n t ­
a n g le ]  . . . s e t  as  a to k e n  o f  t r u t h ;  he  r e t u r n e d  w i t h  a new
knowledge o f  h i s  l i m i t a t i o n s , c a r r y i n g  t h e  g i r d l e  a b o u t  h i s
22neck  as  to k e n  o f  u n t r u t h . "  Through t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s
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See David  F a r l e y  H i l l s ,  "G aw ain1s F a u l t  i n  S i r  Gawain and 
th e  Green Knigh t , "  RES, XIV (1 9 6 3 ) ,  124-31 .  H i l l s  i n t e r p r e t s  
" c o u e ty s e 1' as t h e  i n o r d i n a t e  l o v e  o f  a n y t h i n g  o t h e r  t h a n  God" 
(p. 1 2 6 ) ,  and n o t e s  t h a t  i n  t h e  poem i t s e l f  t h e  te rm  may be  
u sed  by Gawain i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  an  " i n o r d i n a t e  lo v e  o f  s e l f ,  
o f  o n e ' s  l i f e "  (p .  12 9 ) .
9 9
" G a w a i n ' s  S h i e l d  a n d  t h e  Q u e s t  f o r  P e r f e c t i o n , "  p .  1 5 3 .
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h i s  e v i d e n t  f a u l t ,  G aw a in 's  w o r th  and s t a t u r e  r em a in  u n d im in ­
i s h e d  i n  t h e  eyes  o f  h i s  w o r ld .  He i s  a t  t h e  end s t i l l  t h e  
w o r t h i e s t  o f  men and  t h e  exem pla r  o f  t h e  c o u r t .  The Green 
K nigh t  h i m s e l f  r e g a r d s  t h e  h e ro  as  a v e r i t a b l e  " p e r l e "  b e f o r e  
" p e s e "  when s e t  a g a i n s t  h i s  p e e r s  (2 3 6 4 ) ,  and t h e  c o u r t  
o b v io u s l y  c o n c u rs  f o r  i t  a d o p t s  t h e  w e a r in g  o f  g r e e n  b a l d r i c s  
as a s i g n  o f  h i g h  h o n o u r  " f o r  sa k e  o f  jpat s eg g e"  ( 2 5 1 5 - 2 0 ) . ^  
Nor in d e e d  i s  t h i s  t o l e r a n t  a t t i t u d e  tow ards  t h e  h e ro  
to  be d i s c o u n t e d  i n  l i g h t  o f  G aw a in 's  own e x t r e m e ly  h a r s h  
s e l f - e v a l u a t i o n  (2374-83 ;  2 5 0 5 -1 0 ) .  H is  s e l f - c o n d e m n a t i o n  
rem ains  an e x t r e m e ly  s u b j e c t i v e  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  
o f  h i s  own f a i l i n g  and  seems to  b e ,  a s  B e r c o v i t c h  p o i n t s  o u t ,
a lm o s t  " r i d i c u l e d "  by t h e  humane " t o l e r a n c e  and m i r t h "  d i s -
25p la y e d  by t h e  Green K n ig h t  and t h e  c o u r t .  G aw ain 's  m o t i v a ­
t i o n  does  n o t  n e g a t e  h i s  f a i l i n g ,  b u t  i t  does m i t i g a t e  t h e  
e x t e n t  o f  h i s  f a u l t ,  and t h o s e  c a p a b l e  o f  t a k i n g  a more 
o b j e c t i v e  v iew  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  c a n n o t  e x c o r i a t e  him f o r  what  
he h as  done.  As David  F a r l e y  H i l l s  comments, "Gawain has
I t  i s  by no means s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  a c o u r t l y  romance such  
as S i r  Gawain s h o u ld  p r o j e c t  such  a t o l e r a n t  v iew  o f  t h e  h e r o '  
f a u l t . As H i l l s  r e m a r k s , even t h e  d o c t r i n a i r e  t h e o l o g i c a l  
a u t h o r i t i e s  o f  t h e  M ed iev a l  a g e ,  su ch  a s  A quinas  and W y c l i f ,  
saw f e a r  o f  d e a t h  o r  s e v e r e  b o d i l y  harm as  "a lw ays  an e x t e n u a t  
ing  c i r c u m s ta n c e  when a s i n  i s  c o m m it t e d ,"  as  a  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  
which " c a l l e d  f o r  a  s p e c i a l l y  i n d u l g e n t  a t t i t u d e "  (pp.  130-31)
25 "Romance and A nti-Romance i n  S i r  G aw ain ,"  p .  37. F o r  an 
a n a l y s i s  o f  G aw ain 's  c o n f e s s i o n  i n  a more s e v e r e  l i g h t ,  how­
e v e r ,  s e e  J .  A. Burrow, "The Two C o n f e s s i o n a l  Scenes  i n  S i r  
Gawain and t h e  Green K n i g h t , "  MP, LVII ( 1 9 5 9 -6 0 ) ,  73-79 .
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a d v e n tu r e ,  t h e n ,  Gawain u n d e rg o es  a p r o c e s s  o f  s e l f - d i s c o v e r y .  
The a c t i o n  r e s o l v e s  i t s e l f  e x p l i c i t l y  i n t o  an e x p e r i e n c e  which 
t e a c h e s  him a v a l u a b l e  l e s s o n  ab o u t  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  own 
s t r e n g t h  o f  c h a r a c t e r  and ab o u t  h i s  own f l e s h l y  n a t u r e  as a 
member o f  t h e  humanum g e n u s .
And i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  i n  te rm s  o f  G aw ain 's  fu n d am en ta l
r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  o t h e r s  o f  t h e  human r a c e  t h a t  we a r e  a t  th e
end r e q u i r e d  t o  ju d g e  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  f a u l t .  G aw ain 's
f a i l i n g  i s  to  be v iewed e x p l i c i t l y  i n  te rm s o f  t h a t  u n i v e r s a l
23and " b a s i c  human i n s t i n c t  f o r  s u r v i v a l "  which  i s  h i s  p r im a ry  
i n c e n t i v e  t o  a c t i o n .  The p o e t  makes c l e a r  t h a t  th e  h e ro  
a c c e p t s  t h e  g i r d l e  f o r  no r e a s o n  o t h e r  th a n  " t o  seuen  hym se lf"  
from d e a th  (2040) ,  and th e  Green K nigh t  t a k e s  t h i s  f a c t  i n t o  
a c co u n t  as  a m i t i g a t i n g  c i r c u m s ta n c e  when he h o ld s  Gawain th e  
" l a s s e "  to  "blame" b e c a u se  h i s  a c t i o n s  were m o t i v a t e d  by h i s  
" l u f "  f o r  " l y f "  (2368 ) .  G aw ain 's  f e a r  o f  d e a th  i s  p r e s e n t e d  
in  t h e  poem as n o t  o n ly  p e r f e c t l y  j u s t i f i e d  b u t  p e r f e c t l y  
u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  as a m o t iv e  f o r  a c t i o n .  I n  te rms o f  h i s  
p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  i n v o l v i n g  th e  m ons t rous  Green K n ig h t ,  
h i s  d e a th  a p p e a r s  b o th  i n e v i t a b l e  and imminent;  w h i l e  i n  
te rms o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  as d e l i n e a t e d  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  h i s  
f e e l i n g  o f  f e a r  i s  b u t  a n o t h e r  i n t r i n s i c  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  human 
p e r s o n a l i t y .  I t  i s  i n f o r m a t i v e  to  n o t e ,  m oreover ,  t h a t  d e s p i t e
73 W ill iam  G o ld h u r s t ,  "The Green and th e  Gold: The Major 
Theme o f  Gawain and th e  Green K n i g h t , "  CE, XX (1 9 5 8 -5 9 ) ,  
63.
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' l a k k e d  a l y t t e l '  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  d i s l o y a l t y  t o  B e r c i l a k  . .
b u t  i n  t h e  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  who would have behaved  as  w e l l ? "
27The same " c o m i c - r e a l i s t i c  s p i r i t "  which  i s  m a in t a in e d  
th ro u g h o u t  t h e  a c t i o n  o p e r a t e s  even a t  t h e  end,  f o r  b o th  t h e  
p o e t  and t h e  poem u l t i m a t e l y  demand o f  us t h a t  o n ly  he who 
i s  w i t h o u t  s i n  s h o u ld  c a s t  t h e  f i r s t  s t o n e .
There  can  be  l i t t l e  doub t  t h a t  S i r  Gawain c e l e b r a t e s
" t h e  romance v a l u e s  . . . [o f ]  C h r i s t i a n  c h i v a l r y  and c o u r t e s y , "
28as A lan  Markman n o t e s .  However, t h e  i n t e g r a t e d  n a t u r e  o f
th e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l  and th e  s p i r i t  i n  which i t  i s  p r e s e n t e d
make c l e a r  t h a t  th e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  n e i t h e r  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  no r
the  s e c u l a r  f rame o f  r e f e r e n c e  i s  to  be s t r e s s e d  a t  t h e
expense  o f  th e  o t h e r .  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  s ee  t h e  p o e t  i n  th e
manner o f  Dorothy  E v e r e t t  as  an  a r t i s t  who i s  " a s  c i v i l i z e d
as Chaucer ,  b u t  s t e r n e r ,  much more o f  a m o r a l i s t ,  a g r e a t
29d ea l  l e s s  o f  a h u m o r i s t . "  I t  i s  e q u a l l y  d i f f i c u l t  t o  see  
th e  poem as a m ora l  exemplum in v e i g h i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  c a r d i n a l  
s i n  o f  p r i d e :  we c a n n o t  a g r e e  w i t h  J a n  Solomon 's  o b s e r v a t i o n  
t h a t  " t h e  t r i a l s  o f  s p e c i f i c  v i r t u e s  [ th o s e  o f  c o u rag e ,  
l o y a l t y ,  and c o u r t e s y ]  . . . a r e  s u b o r d i n a t e d  to  t h e  more
^ " G a w a i n 1s F a u l t , "  p .  131.
27B e r c o v i t c h ,  p .  30.
^ " T h e  Meaning o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  Green K n i g h t , "  PLMA, 
LXXII (1957) ,  586.
"The A l l i t e r a t i v e  R e v i v a l , "  i n  Essays  on Middle E n g l i sh 
L i t e r a t u r e , ed .  P a t r i c i a  Kean (Oxford! C la rendon  P r e s s ,  1955),  
p. 85! B e r c o v i t c h  r e f u t e s  t h i s  s t a t e m e n t  most  th o r o u g h ly  i n  
h i s  a r t i c l e .
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3 0p e r v a s i v e  theme o f  p r i d e  and h u m i l i t y . "  The Gawain- p o e t
does have  a " d i d a c t i c  p o i n t "  t o  e x p r e s s  i n  t h e  poem, b u t  he
p r e s e n t s  i t  " w i t h  a  m os t  C h a u c e r - l i k e  i n d i r e c t i o n , "  as  E.
T a lb o t  D onaldson  r e m a rk s ,  w i t h  " a  f i n e  i r o n y  t h a t  s t r i p s
Gawain o f  h i s  p r e t e n s i o n s  b u t  l e a v e s  him h i s  charm and shows
31him sympathy f o r  t h e  . . . n a t u r e  o f  h i s  p r e d i c a m e n t . "
The p o e t  d i s p l a y s  w ha t  L a r r y  Benson d e f i n e s  a s  " a  f i n e l y  
t o l e r a n t ,  v i g o r o u s l y  g o o d - n a t u r e d ,  and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y
32G oth ic  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  l i f e  b o t h  a s  i t  i s  and as  i t  s h o u ld  b e . "
I t  i s  i n d e e d  i n  t h e  same s p i r i t  t h a t  t h e  poem "weighs  and
g e n t l y  c r i t i c i z e s  t h e  i d e a l  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  and l i f e  t h a t  was
romance, . . . [ s u g g e s t i n g ]  t h a t  t h i s  n o b l e  i d e a l  can  s u r v i v e
o n ly  i f  i t  t a k e s  a c c o u n t  o f  t h e  r e s t  o f  l i f e  and o f  t h e  human
33l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  even  i t s  b e s t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . "
A gain ,  th o u g h  t h e  g e n r e  o f  romance may be p a r t i c u l a r l y  
s u i t e d  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  m o ra l  a l l e g o r y , ' ' 1 we c a n n o t  r e a d
30 "The L esso n  o f  S i r  G aw ain ,"  r p t .  C r i t i c a l  S t u d i e s  o f  " S i r  
Gawain and t h e  Green  K n i g h t , "  ed .  Donald  R. Howard and C h r i s t -  
i a n  Z acher  (N o t re  Dame, I n d . : U n i v e r s i t y  o f  N o t r e  Dame P r e s s ,  
1968) ,  pp.  277-78 .
31 I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green  K n i g h t , i n  The 
N orton  A n th o lo g y  o f  E n g l i s h  L i t e r a t u r e , ed .  M. H. Abrams, r e v .  
ed. (New York: W.W. N o r to n  & Company, I n c . ,  1968 ) ,  I ,  219.
32 A r t  and T r a d i t i o n  i n  " S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green K n ig h t "
New B runsw ick ,  N . J . :  R u tg e r s  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1965) ,  pT 248.
■^Benson, p .  248.
^ S e e  K a t h l e e n  W i l l i a m s ,  "Romance T r a d i t i o n  i n  The F a e r i e  
Queene,"  RS, XXXII (1 9 6 4 ) ,  147-60 .
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S i r  Gawain a s  a c a r e f u l l y  d e v e lo p e d  C h r i s t i a n  a l l e g o r y  i n
th e  manner o f  Book One o f  The F a e r i e  Q ueene . We m ust  p e r f o r c e
s t r a i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i n  o r d e r  t o  s e e  i t  as  " a  r e a s o n a b l y  s e l f -
35c o n s i s t e n t  a l l e g o r y  o f  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  l i f e , "  o r  a s  s e t t i n g
f o r t h  " t h e  g r e a t  m e d ie v a l  theme o f  t h e  p i l g r i m a g e  o f  t h e  
3 6human s o u l . "  The p e n t a n g l e  i s  u n d e n i a b ly  " t h e  symbol o f  a
37s u p e r n a t u r a l  and e x p l i c i t l y  C h r i s t i a n  s t a b i l i t y  and v i r t u e , "
and i t s  p la c e m e n t  on t h e  s h i e l d  may i n d i c a t e  t h e  i d e a  t h a t
t h e  h e r o ’s " p r o t e c t i o n  a g a i n s t  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld  i s  h i s  f a i t h  
38and v i r t u e . "  However, Gawain i s  n o t ,  and  c a n n o t  b e ,  i d e n t i ­
f i e d  w i t h  h i s  s h i e l d  i n  t h e  manner o f  R e d c r o s s e .  Nor can  we 
i n t e r p r e t  t h e  a c t i o n  h e r e  as  a  d e l i n e a t i o n  i n  p h y s i c a l  form 
o f  a p u r e l y  i n t e r n a l  s t r u g g l e  o r  p r o c e s s .  I t  i s  w e l l - n i g h  
i m p o s s i b l e  t o  s e e  Gawain as  an  Everyman f i g u r e  who a t  t h e
end a c h i e v e s  t h e  " p u r i f i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  own s o u l  t h r o u g h  b a p t i s m
39by b lo o d  ( t h e  w o u n d ) . "  I t  i s  e q u a l l y  i m p o s s i b l e  t o  r e g a r d
35M. M i l l s ,  " C h r i s t i a n  S i g n i f i c a n c e  and Romance T r a d i t i o n  
i n  The F a e r i e  Q ueene , "  RS, XXXII (1 9 6 4 ) ,  147-60 .
Hans Schnyder ,  S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green K n ig h t :  An E ssa y  
i n  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , Cooper Monographs 6 (Bern:  F ra n k  V e r l a g ,
1961) , p . 33"!
37Denton Fox, I n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  T w e n t i e th  C e n tu ry  I n t e r p r e ­
t a t i o n s  o f  " S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green K n ig h t " :  A C o l l e c t i o n  o f  
C r i t i c a l  E ssays ,  ed .  Denton Fox (New J e r s e y :  P r e n t i c e  H a l l ,  I n c . ,  
p"! TIT.
^ F o x ,  p .  14
39S c h n y d e r ,  p .  7 3 .
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t h e  Green  K n ig h t  e i t h e r  a s  t h e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  " t h e  Word o f  
G o d " ^  o r  o f  t h e  "powers  o f  d a r k n e s s " ^  w i t h o u t  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  
d i s m i s s i n g  much t h a t  i s  o f  c r u c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  to  an  u n d e r ­
s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  poem.
F o r ,  as  p o i n t e d  o u t  e a r l i e r ,  t h e  t r i a l  t h a t  Gawain 
u n d e rg o es  i s  n o t  an  i s o l a t e d  t e s t  o f  any one s i n g l e  v i r t u e  
such as  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h .  I t  i s  r a t h e r  a  co m p reh en s iv e  t e s t  
o f  t h e  v i r t u e s  t h a t  g o v e rn  p r a i s e w o r t h y  a c t i v i t y  i n  a l l  t h r e e  
f i e l d s  o f  t h e  k n i g h t l y  l i f e ,  p h y s i c a l  and s o c i a l  as  w e l l  as  
m o ra l .  The f i g u r e  o f  Gawain, a g a i n ,  i s  d i r e c t l y  r e p r e s e n t a ­
t i v e  o f  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  c l a s s  and c o u r t l y  m i l i e u  as  
much as  he i s  an i n d i v i d u a l  i n  h i s  own r i g h t ,  and t h e  n a t u r e  
o f  h i s  f a i l u r e  h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  aw are n ess  t h a t  t h e  ‘e n t i r e  
c i v i l i z e d  w o r ld  must  m a i n t a i n  w i t h  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  co m p u ls iv e  
f o r c e  o f  n a t u r a l  i n s t i n c t s ,  t h o s e  d e e p - r o o t e d  and i n e r a d i c a b l e  
im p u lses  t o  a c t i o n .
F i n a l l y ,  and m ost  s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h e  Green K n ig h t  i s  
n o t  an a l l e g o r i c a l  f i g u r e .  He i s  n o t  an a g e n t  o f  God o r  t h e  
d e v i l .  He i s  a f a e r y ,  a s u p e r n a t u r a l  c r e a t u r e  whose p h y s i c a l  
e x i s t e n c e  w i t h i n  t h e  w o r ld  i s  t a k e n  q u i t e  f o r  g r a n t e d  i n  t h e
S chnyder ,  p .  41. He r em a rk s :  "The a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  
Green K n igh t  [ a t  t h e  c o u r t ]  . . . h e r a l d [ s ]  t h e  m a n i f e s t a ­
t i o n  o f  d i v i n e  i n t e r f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  w o r l d l y  e v e n t s .  
The Green K n ig h t  m ig h t  i n  t h a t  c a s e  be  a c c e p t e d  as  t h e  Word 
of  God a n d - - o n  a  d i f f e r e n t  a l l e g o r i c a l  l e v e l - - a n a g o g i c a l l y  
as C h r i s t "  (p .  4 1 ) .
^ M i l l s ,  " C h r i s t i a n  S i g n i f i c a n c e , "  p .  486.
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w id e s p re a d  m e d ie v a l  t r a d i t i o n .  L ik e  t h e  f a e r y ,  t h e  Green 
K nigh t  i s  c l o s e l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  n a t u r e  w h i l e  
y e t  p o s s e s s i n g  a b o d i l y  f ram e s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  human b e i n g s .  
Moreover,  he  i n t e r a c t s  f r e e l y ,  a l b e i t  c a p r i c i o u s l y ,  w i t h  
human s o c i e t y  i n  a  f a s h i o n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  f a e r y .  The 
Green K n ig h t  i s  i n d e e d  an  awesomely p o w e r fu l  and dynamic 
e n t i t y  who r e m a in s  "A m e ru a y l  among |?o menne" (4 6 6 ) .
The r e a c t i o n  o f  t h e  c o u r t  t o  t h e  Green K n i g h t ' s  
ap p e a ra n c e  a t  t h e  f e a s t  g i v e s  us  a d i r e c t  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  
n a t u r e :
42 I t  s h o u ld  be  n o t e d  h e r e  t h a t  t h e  m e d ie v a l  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e  
f a e r y  b e a r s  no r e s e m b la n c e  to  t h e  e t h e r e a l  s p i r t e s  o r  l i t t l e  
g r e e n  p e o p l e  nowadays so te rm ed ,  b u t  r a t h e r  p o s t u l a t e s  t h e  
e x i s t e n c e  o f  a s u p e rb  and awesome r a c e  o f  c r e a t u r e s .  I n  h i s  
s tu d y  o f  B r i t i s h  F a i r y  O r i g i n s  (London: W a t t s ,  19 4 6 ) ,  Lewis 
Spence a s c r i b e s  t o  them an u n d i s p u t e d  d e s c e n t  f rom  t h e  o l d  
C e l t i c  n a t u r e  go d s .  M oreover ,  as  J .  A. M a c cu l lo c h  n o t e s ,  i n  
C e l t i c  M ythology (B o s to n :  M a r s h a l l  J o n e s ,  1918) ,  t h e  d e t e r i o r ­
a t i o n  o f  t h e  gods t o  f a e r y  may be  d i r e c t l y  a t t r i b u t e d  to  t h e  
t r iu m p h  o f  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  r e l i g i o n  among t h e  B r i t i s h  C e l t s .  
Though C h r i s t i a n i t y  d e n i e d  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h e  o l d  gods and 
fo rb a d e  t h e  t e l l i n g  o f  s t o r i e s  w h ich  d i r e c t l y  p r e s e r v e d  t h e i r  
memory, i t  t o l e r a t e d  t h e  gods i n  t h e  superhuman form o f  t h e  
f a e r y ,  and b e l i e f  i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f  t h e  f a e r y  
became w id e s p re a d  i n  t h e  p o p u l a r  i m a g i n a t i o n .  S i g n i f i c a n t l y  
enough, i n  t h e  I r i s h  h e r o i c  l e g e n d s  w h e r e in  t h e  s t o r y  o f  
t h e i r  m e tam o rp h o s is  g r a d u a l l y  worked i t s  way, t h e  f a e r y  a r e  
a t  f i r s t  p r e s e n t e d  a s  a  r a c e  i n h a b i t i n g  I r e l a n d  whose k in g s  
have powers w h ich ,  l i k e  t h o s e  o f  t h e  o l d  g o d s ,  a r e  d e r i v e d  
from t h e  f o r c e s  o f  n a t u r e .  [See  t h e  s t o r y  o f  T u a th a  De Dannan 
as  t o l d  i n  "Book o f  I n v a s i o n s "  i n  A n c ie n t  I r i s h  T a l e s , ed .  Tom 
P e e t e  C ross  and C l a r k  H a r r i s  S l o v e r  (New York: Henry H o l t ,  
1 9 3 6 ) . ]  The a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a e r y  w i t h  b o t h  t h e  w o r ld  o f  
men and t h a t  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  e l e m e n ts  i s  e v id e n c e d  a g a i n  i n  
t h e  common m e d ie v a l  t r a d i t i o n .  The f a e r y  were  g e n e r a l l y  
r e g a r d e d  as  superhuman c r e a t u r e s  m a n i f e s t i n g  a d i r e c t  i n f l u e n c e  
o v e r  t h e  e l e m e n t a l  w o r ld ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l /  
v e g e t a t i o n a l  a s p e c t  o f  n a t u r e ,  b u t  who y e t  i n  form  c l o s e l y  
r e s e m b le  men and i n v o l v e  th e m s e lv e s  i n  human a f f a i r s .
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T h er  w a tz  lokyng  on lenjpe ^ e  l u d e  t o  b e h o l d e ,
F o r  vch  mon h ad  m e ru a y le  q u a t  h i t  mene my^t 
p a t  a hajpel and a h o r s e  my^t su ch  a hwe l a c h ,
As growe g r e n e  a s  g r e s  and g r e n e r  h i t  semed, 
pen  g r e n e  aumayl on g o ld e  g lowande b r y ^ t e r .
A1 s t u d i e d  ^ a t  j?er s t o d ,  and s t a l k e d  hym n e r r e  
Wyth a l  j?e wonder o f  b e  w o r ld e  what  he  worch s c h u l d e .  
F o r  f e l e  s e l l y e z  had  pay s e n ,  b o t  such  n e u e r  a r e ;  
F o r p i  f o r  fan toum  and f a y r y ^ e  f?e f o l k  |?ere  h i t  demed.
(232-40)
The k n i g h t s  have  w i t n e s s e d  many m a r v e l lo u s  s i g h t s ,  b u t  n e v e r  
one l i k e  t h i s  g r e e n - h u e d  f i g u r e ;  and t h e y  m a i n t a i n  a "swoghe 
s y l e n c e "  (242) even a s  t h e y  wonder w h e th e r  i t  i s  an  i l l u s i o n ,
/ Q
a " f a n to u m ,"  o r  one o f  t h e  f a e r y  r a c e ,  a  " f a y r y ^ e . "  The 
Green K n ig h t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  no o p t i c a l  i l l u s i o n .  The e v id e n c e  
o f  h i s  p h y s i c a l  r e a l i t y  i s  i n d e e d  f o r c i b l y  t h r u s t  upon t h e  
c o u r t  t h r o u g h  s u b s e q u e n t  e v e n t s . As d e l i n e a t e d  i n  t h e  n a r r a ­
t i v e ,  m o reo v e r ,  h i s  f i g u r e  m a n i f e s t s  q u a l i t i e s  d i s t i n c t i v e  
o f  t h e  f a e r y  who, a s  A l f r e d  N u t t  r e m a rk s ,  were  g e n e r a l l y  
r e g a r d e d  as  " b e in g s  o f  a n c i e n t  and aw fu l  a s p e c t ,  e l e m e n t a l  
powers ,  m ig h ty ,  c a p r i c i o u s ,  c r u e l  and b e n i g n a n t ,  as  i s  N a tu r e  
h e r s e l f . " ^  The superhuman and s u p e r n a t u r a l  f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  
Green K n ig h t  a r e  u l t i m a t e l y  b r u s h e d  away a s  m e re ly  a g u i s e  
f a s h i o n e d  and su p e r im p o sed  upon h i s  n a t u r a l  human form by
/  *5
The te rm  " f a y r y ^ e "  i s  n o t e d  i n  t h e  M.E.D. as  r e f e r r i n g  
to  "One o f  a c l a s s  o f  s u p e r n a t u r a l  b e i n g s  o f  d i m i n u t i v e  s i z e ,  
i n  p o p u l a r  b e l i e f  su p p o sed  t o  p o s s e s s  m a g i c a l  powers and to  
have g r e a t  i n f l u e n c e  f o r  good o r  e v i l  o v e r  t h e  a f f a i r s  o f  
men."  I n  m e d ie v a l  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n ,  how ever ,  t h e s e  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  b e i n g s  a r e  more human i n  s i z e  t h a n  d i m i n u t i v e .  The 
most s t r i k i n g  example o f  t h i s  f a c t  i s  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  t h e  
f a e r y  i n  S i r  O rfeo .
^ The F a i r y  M ythology o f  S h a k e s p e a re  (New York: H a s k e l l  
Hous e P u b l i c a t i o n s ,  1968) , p . 37".
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t h e  human e n c h a n t r e s s  Morgan l e  Fay .  However, t h i s  a t t e m p t
a t  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  a d v e r s a r y  r e m a i n s , a s  M orton
B lo o m f ie ld  n o t e s ,  " a  k i n d  o f  g e s t u r e  t o  r a t i o n a l i t y  w i t h o u t
45any r e a l  commitment t o  i t . "
The Green K n ig h t  b e a r s  i n d e e d  an u n m i s t a k a b l e  r e se m ­
b la n c e  to  t h e  f a e r y  o f  p o p u l a r  t r a d i t i o n .  His f i g u r e  i s  i n  
i t s e l f  an  amalgam o f  t h e  e l e m e n t a l  f o r c e s  o f  n a t u r e ,  o f  
a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  e a r t h  and sky .  He i s  a s  " g r e n e  as  j?e g r e s "  
(235 ) ;  he  has  a b e a r d  a s  l u x u r i a n t  i n  g row th  as  a b u sh  (1 8 2 ) ;  
and he  p o s s e s s e s  t h e  r e g e n e r a t i v e  c a p a c i t y  o f  v e g e t a t i o n .
His p e r s o n ,  a g a i n ,  a p p e a r s  a s  s t u n n i n g l y  s w i f t  and p o w e r fu l  
as  l i g h t n i n g :  "He lo k e d  a s  l a y t  so l y ^ t "  ( 1 9 9 ) .  Y et  t h e  
Green K n ig h t  i s  r e c o g n i z a b l y  human i n  form , a s  t h e  p o e t  makes 
c l e a r :  "Bot mon m ost  I  a l g a t e  mynn hym t o  b en e"  ( 1 4 1 ) .  His 
n a t u r e ,  a g a i n ,  i s  l i k e  t h a t  o f  t h e  f a e r y  a s t r i k i n g  i n t e r ­
m ix t u r e  o f  t h e  c r u e l  and t h e  b e n i g n ,  t h e  g r im ly  a g g r e s s i v e  
and th e  t o l e r a n t l y  f r i e n d l y .  He s u b j e c t s  t h e  c o u r t  and t h e  
h e ro  t o  what  a p p e a r s  an  e x t r e m e ly  t r y i n g  p h y s i c a l  o r d e a l  
o n ly  t o  r e s o l v e  t h e  i s s u e  i n  a p e a c e a b l e  manner a s  a t e s t  o f  
p s y c h o l o g i c a l  c a p a c i t y .  T h rou g h o u t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  m o reo v e r ,  
th e  Green K n ig h t  i n t e r a c t s  w i t h  human s o c i e t y  i n  a f a s h i o n  
s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  t h e  f a e r y ,  w i t h o u t  e v e r  b e i n g  o r  becoming 
i n t e g r a t e d  w i t h  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  i t s  l i f e .
" E p i s o d i c  M o t i v a t i o n  and M a r v e l s , "  r p t .  E s sa y s  and E x p l o r ­
a t i o n s  , p . U W . See a l s o  A l b e r t  B. F r i e d m a n ' s a r t i c l e  “Morgan 
l e  Fay i n  S i r  Gawain and t h e  Green K n i g h t , "  Speculum, XXXV 
(1960) ,  26U^7ZT '
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The G reen  K n ig h t  may i n  h im s e l f  w e l l  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s
46" th e  im a g in a t iv e  c e n t e r "  o f  S i r  G aw ain. I n  n a t u r e  and
f u n c t i o n ,  h i s  f i g u r e  s e r v e s  to  draw o u t  t h e  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e
47a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e  w i th  w h ich  human b e in g s  m ust l e a r n  to  
cope i f  p e r f e c t i o n  i n  l i f e  i s  to  be  a t t a i n e d .  The c h a r a c t e r  
o f  th e  G reen  K n ig h t ,  a s  W il l ia m  G o ld h u r s t  o b s e r v e s ,  h ig h ­
l i g h t s  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  " p r i m i t i v e  f o r c e s  o f
n a t u r e  . . . t h a t  m ust be  re c k o n e d  w i th ,  c o n te n d e d  a g a i n s t
48somehow, and i f  p o s s i b l e  m a s t e r e d . "  I n  h i s  f i r s t  a p p e a r ­
ance as  th e  superhum an a d v e r s a r y ,  he i n d i c a t e s  t h e  e x t e r n a l  
and e n v i ro n m e n ta l  a s p e c t  o f  n a t u r e .  The s t r e s s  h e r e  i s  on 
h i s  s u p e r n a t u r a l  q u a l i t y ,  h i s  g r a s s - g r e e n  c o l o u r ,  h i s  p h y s i ­
c a l  c a p a c i t y ,  and h i s  r e c u p e r a t i v e  a b i l i t y .  I n  h i s  n e x t  
a p p e a ra n c e  i n  human form  as  th e  g e n i a l  B e r c i l a k ,  how ever, he 
i l l u m i n a t e s  t h e  i n t e r n a l  and p s y c h o lo g ic a l  a s p e c t  o f  human 
n a t u r e  a s  he  s u b j e c t s  t h e  h e ro  to  a t e s t i n g  o f  h i s  i n t r i n s i c
46A. C. S p e a r in g ,  "G aw a in 's  S peeches and th e  P o e t r y  o f  
" C o u r ta y s y e ," r p t .  C r i t i c a l  S t u d i e s ,  ed . Howard and Z a c h e r ,  
p. 174.
47The G reen K n ig h t  may be c l o s e l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  n a t u r e ,  
b u t  he  c a n n o t  be  i d e n t i f i e d  w i th  N a tu re  i n  th e  m anner o f  Jo h n  
S p e i r s  who r e g a r d s  h i s  f i g u r e  as  "an  u p -c r o p p in g  i n  p o e t r y  o f  
th e  o ld  v e g e t a t i o n  god" (p .  2 3 2 ) .  S i r  Gawain i s  a  c h i v a l r i c  
rom ance, n o t  t h e  r e t e l l i n g  o f  a n a t u r e  m yth , and th e  " s e a s o n a l  
theme" to  w h ich  S p e i r s  g iv e s  su ch  im p o r ta n c e  (p . 277) i s  n o t  
c r u c i a l  to  an u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  th e  m ain id e a  o f  th e  poem i t s e l f .
F o r  a su rv e y  o f  m y th o lo g ic a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  S i r  G aw ain , 
see  M orton W. B lo o m f ie ld ,  " S i r  Gawain t h e  th e  G reen K n ig h t : An 
A p p r a i s a l , "  PMLA, LXXVI (1 9 6 1 ) ,  5 -10 .
^"The Green and the Gold," p. 65.
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v i r t u e .  I n  h i s  f i n a l  a p p e a ra n c e ,  a g a in  as  t h e  superhum an 
Green K n ig h t ,  he e x p l i c a t e s  t h e  fu n d a m e n ta l  theme o f  th e  
poem. I t  i s  he  who b r in g s  th e  h e ro  to  a  c o n s c io u s  aw a re n ess  
o f  th e  n a t u r a l  human i n s t i n c t s ,  and  who p o i n t s  o u t  th e  i n ­
h e r e n t  w eakness i n  human n a t u r e  w hich  m ust be ta k e n  i n t o  
a c c o u n t  by a l l  who a s p i r e  to w ard s  m o ra l  p e r f e c t i o n .
The r o l e  o f  t h e  a d v e r s a r y  i n  S i r  G aw ain, t h e n ,  g r e a t l y  
s u r p a s s e s  t h a t  o f  any o t h e r  a n t a g o n i s t  we have  s e e n  th u s  f a r .  
The G reen K n ig h t  i s  n o t  human, b u t  he i s  no longer  p u r e ly  n o n ­
human. He i s  n o t  a  m in d le s s  b e a s t  c a u s in g  havoc and d e s t r u c ­
t i o n  w i t h i n  s o c i e t y  on th e  p h y s i c a l  p l a n e .  He i s  r a t h e r  an 
i n t e l l i g e n t  and  p o w e r fu l  b e in g  whose i n t r u s i o n  i n t o  human
a f f a i r s ,  l i k e  t h a t  o f  t h e  f a e r y ,  c a u s e s  a d r a s t i c  change i n
49human th o u g h t  and u n d e r s t a n d in g .  The G reen K n ig h t i s  
c l e a r l y  n o t  o f  t h e  w o r ld  he t e s t s  and a s s e s s e s .  Y et he  has  
an u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  humans, as  w e l l  a s  th e  s t r i k i n g  a b i l i t y  
to  p ro b e  and e v a l u a t e  human n a t u r e .  He m a n i f e s t s  a j u d i c i a l  
tem peram ent and a u t h o r i t y  w hich  rem a in s  u n q u e s t io n e d  and 
u n c h a l le n g e d  by th e  c h i v a l r i c  s o c i e t y ,  and i t  i s  h e  who 
fo rm u la te s  th e  f i n e  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e tw een  th e  i d e a l  and th e  
a c t u a l  as  drawn o u t  th ro u g h  th e  a c t i o n .
The G reen K n ig h t  i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e
49Lynne S l a t e r  p r o v id e s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  th e  
e d u c a t iv e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  th e  f a e r y  as r e a l i z e d  i n  m e d ie v a l  
l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n  i n  h e r  t h e s i s ,  "Theme and A r t i s t r y  i n  S i r  
O r f e s ,"  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  New H am pshire , 1974. Of e s p e c i a l  
r e l e v a n c e  a r e  pp . 15-16  and 3 0 -3 1 .
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w ith  a  d r a m a t ic  a m b ig u i ty  t h a t  d e f i e s  com pare. The p o e t
c a r e f u l l y  m a in t a in s  a  d u a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  th ro u g h o u t  t h e  p a s s a g e
w hich  g iv e s  u s  o u r  i n i t i a l  v iew  o f  h i s  f i g u r e  (1 3 0 -2 2 0 ) ,  a
s k i l l f u l  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  th e  human and s u p e r n a t u r a l  f ram es
o f  r e f e r e n c e  so a p p o s i t e  to  t h e  f a e r y .  At f i r s t ,  th e  fo c u s
rem ains  p o i n t e d l y  on h i s  m a n - l ik e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  A f t e r
n o t in g  t h a t  t h e  i n t r u d e r  a t  th e  C h r is tm a s  f e a s t  i s  so m a ss iv e
in  s t a t u r e  and b u i l d  t h a t  he  seems " H a lf  e ta y n "  (1 4 0 ) ,  t h e
p o e t  p ro c e e d s  to  make c l e a r  t h a t
Bot mon m ost I  a l g a t e  mynn hym to  b en e ,
And Y a t  Ipe m y r i e s t  i n  h i s  m uckel ^ a t  r i d e ;
F o r  o f  bak  and  o f  b r e s t  a l  w ere  h i s  b o d i  s t u r n e ,
B oth  h i s  wombe and h i s  w a s t  w ere  w o r t h i l y  sm a le ,
And a l l e  h i s  f e t u r e s  f o l^ a n d e ,  i n  form e b a t  he h ad e ,
f u l  c l e n e .
(141-46)
D e s p i te  h i s  l a r g e  f ra m e , t h e r e  i s  n o th in g  u n u s u a l  a b o u t  t h e  
a n t a g o n i s t ’ s b o d i l y  s t r u c t u r e .  He i s  h e r e  in  f a c t  d e s c r ib e d  
i n  te rm s t h a t  c o u ld  a s  w e l l  r e f e r  to  any s t r o n g  and w o rth y  
k n ig h t  a t  th e  c o u r t .  I t  i s  o n ly  i n  t h e  l a s t  l i n e s  o f  t h i s  
s t a n z a  (1 47 -50 ) t h a t  th e  fo c u s  s h i f t s  a b r u p t l y  to  t h e  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  a d v e r s a r y  who i s  " o u e r a l l  e n k e r - g r e n e ."  
The am b iv a le n ce  a p p a r e n t  i n  t h i s  s t a n z a  w i th  r e g a r d  to  th e  
n a t u r e  o f  t h e  a n t a g o n i s t  i s  in d e e d  n e v e r  f u l l y  s e t  a s i d e .
His g a rm en ts  may be g r e e n  i n  c o l o u r ,  b u t  th e  g r e e n  i s  y e t  
s h o t  th ro u g h  w i th  t h e  sh een  o f  g o ld  and th e  d a z z le  o f  j e w e ls  
"e n b ra u d ed "  upon " s i l k "  (1 64 -66 ) i n  a manner s t r o n g l y  r e m i-
V
n i s c e n t  o f  G aw ain’s arm our. H is s p u r s ,  l i k e  th o s e  o f  Gawain, 
a r e  f a s h io n e d  from  " g o ld e "  (1 5 9 ) .  H is h o r s e  may be  " g re n e "  
(1 7 5 ) ,  b u t  i t s  f lo w in g  mane and t a i l  a r e  y e t  t h r e a d e d  w i th
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f i l a m e n t s  o f  " g o ld e "  (1 9 0 ) ,  and i t s  t r a p p i n g s  a r e  e m b e l l i s h e d  
w ith  " t r y f l e s "  (165) and s p a r k l i n g  s to n e s  so t h a t  e v e r y th in g  
"g lem ered  and g l e n t "  w i th  t h e i r  d a z z l i n g  l i g h t .  The d e s c r i p ­
t i o n  h e r e  i n  f a c t  d i r e c t l y  echoes  th e  v iew  o f  th e  " a p p a r a y l "  
on G aw ain 's  h o r s e ,  w hich  a l l  "g lem ed" (658) and  " g l y t e r e d  
and g l e n t "  (6 0 4 ) .  The i n t e n t i o n s  o f  t h i s  s t r a n g e  c r e a t u r e  
a r e  as  am biguous a s  h i s  p h y s i c a l  c h a r a c t e r .  The G reen  K n ig h t 
may lo o k  as  f i e r c e l y  a c t i v e  as  l i g h t n i n g  (1 9 9 ) ,  b u t  he  does 
n o t  t h o u g h t l e s s l y  in d u lg e  h i s  d e s t r u c t i v e  p o t e n t i a l .  A gain , 
though  he b e a r s  a  "hoge and vnm ete" axe  (209) i n  one han d , 
in  th e  o t h e r  he h o ld s  a " h o ly n  bobbe"  (206) i n  d i r e c t  
acknow ledgem ent o f  th e  C h r is tm a s  s e a s o n .  As i n i t i a l l y  p r e ­
s e n te d  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  th e n ,  t h e  G reen K n ig h t i s  an  enigm a.
I t  i s  o n ly  as h i s  r o l e  i n  th e  a c t i o n  u n f o ld s  t h a t  we g r a s p  
a s e n se  o f  h i s  r e a l  n a t u r e .
The p o e t r y  o f  "m u sc u la r  e n e rg y "  and "m u s c u la r  a c t i o n  
t h a t , "  as  S p e a r in g  n o t e s ,  " s u r ro u n d s  t h e  G reen K n ig h t" " ^  
p ro v id e s  an i n s i g h t  i n t o  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  as  a n a t u r a l  and 
c o m p e ll in g  f o r c e  w h ich  c a n n o t  be  ig n o r e d  o r  d i s m is s e d .  Our 
f i r s t  v iew  o f  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  as  he b u r s t s  i n t o  A r t h u r ' s  
c o u r t  and d i s r u p t s  t h e  calm  and o r d e r l y  t e n o r  o f  th e  C h r i s t ­
mas f e a s t .  H is e n t r a n c e  i s  h e r a l d e d  by th e  c l a t t e r i n g  hooves 
o f  h i s  h o r s e  w hich  make t h a t  "n o y se  f u l  newe" (132) and com pels 
a l l  a t t e n t i o n  to w ard s  h i s  f i g u r e .  The i n i t i a l  im p r e s s io n  o f
■ ^"G aw ain 's  S peeches and th e  P o e t r y  o f  " C o u r t a y s y e ,” i n  
C r i t i c a l  S t u d i e s , p .  174.
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b o u n d le s s  e n e rg y  k e p t  b a r e l y  i n  ch eck  i s  h e ig h te n e d  a s  we 
se e  him " r e l e d  . . . vp and down” (229) even  a s  he  r e q u e s t s  
sp eech  w i th  t h e  " g o u e rn o u rM o f  t h e  g a t h e r i n g  (2 2 5 ) .  T hrough­
o u t  t h i s  s c e n e ,  t h e  G reen K n ig h t i s  i n  w e l l - n i g h  p e r p e t u a l  
b o d i ly  m o tio n .  R a th e r  th a n  w a i t i n g  p a s s i v e l y  f o r  a r e p l y  
to  th e  c h a l l e n g e  he  d e l i v e r s ,  he  re m a in s  b o d i l y  a c t i v e :
|pe r e n k  on h i s  ro u n c e  hym ru c h e d  i n  h i s  s a d e l ,
And r u n i s c h l y  h i s  r e d e  y^en  he  r e l e d  a b o u te ,
Bende h i s  b r e s e d  b r o ^ e z ,  b ly c a n d e  g r e n e ,
Wayued h i s  b e r d e  f o r  to  w ay te  q u o -so  w o lde  r y s e .
(303-06)
A f t e r  he l e a p s  " f e e r s l y "  (329) from  h i s  h o r s e  t o  c o n f r o n t
A r th u r ,  b o th  h i s  f a c i a l  m u sc le s  and h i s  hands re m a in  n o t a b ly  
engaged i n  a c t i v e  movement: "Wyth s t u r n e  s c h e r e  h e r  he  s to d
doun h i s  c o t e "  (3 3 4 -3 5 ) .  H is p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  does n o t
c e a se  even  w i th  d e c a p i t a t i o n .  On th e  c o n t r a r y ,
naw|>er f a l t e r e d  ne f e l  \>e f r e k e  n e u e r  h e l d e r ,  
Bot s ty )? ly  he s t a r t  f o r t h  vpon s t y f  sc h o n k e s ,
And r u n y s h ly  h e  r a ^ t  o u t ,  ]pere as  re n k k e z  s to d e n ,
L a ^ t  to  h i s  l u f l y  ned , and l y f t  h i t  vp so n e ;
And sy|?en b o ^ ez  to  h i s  b lo n k ,  )?e b r y d e l  h e  c a c h c h e z ,  
S tep p e z  i n t o  s te lb a w e  and s t r y d e z  a l o f t e ,
And h i s  hede  by J?e h e r e  i n  h i s  honde h a ld e z ;
And as  s a d ly  ]pe seg g e  hym i n  h i s  s a d e l  s e t t e  
As non vnhap had  hym a y le d .
(430-38)
The s t a r t l i n g  d i s p l a y  o f  s t i l l - a c t i v e  e n e rg y  e x te n d s  even  to  
th e  s e v e re d  h e a d , a s  t h e  e y e - l i d s  " l y f t e  vp" to  r e v e a l  a  g aze  
" f u l  b ro d e "  (445) and h i s  "m uthe" opens to  u t t e r  a  s t e r n  
w arn ing  (4 4 5 -5 5 ) .  The f i n a l  v iew  o f  th e  G reen K n ig h t  i n  t h i s  
e p is o d e ,  a g a in ,  f o c u s e s  on th e  f l u r r y  o f  dynam ic e n e rg y  and 
movement w i th  w hich  h i s  t r u n c a t e d  body le a v e s  t h e  h a l l :
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W ith  a r u n i s c h  r o u t  \>e r a y n e z  he t o r n e z ,
H a i l e d  o u t  a t  ^e h a l  d o r ,  h i s  h ed  i n  h i s  h an d e ,
y a t  jpe f y r  o f  ^ e  f l y n t e  f l a ^ e  f r o  f o i e  h o u e s .
(457-59)
The G reen K n i g h t ' s  c o m p e l l in g  power i s  th u s  r e v e a l e d  
th ro u g h  h i s  p h y s i c a l  s t a t u r e  and c a p a c i t y .  The im p e l l i n g  
f o r c e  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r ,  how ever, i s  b ro u g h t  o u t  m ost v i v i d l y  
th ro u g h  h i s  s p e e c h ,  w h ich  p e e l s  away t h e  l a y e r s  o f  c i v i l i z e d  
r e f in e m e n t  from  th e  c o u r t  and i n c i t e s  b e h a v io u r  on th e  p u r e ly  
i n s t i n c t u a l  p l a n e .  H is f i r s t  a b r u p t  and  s h o r t  r e q u e s t  f o r  
sp e ech  w i th  th e  " g o u e rn o u r"  (2 24 -27 ) s u f f i c e s  to  subdue th e  
b a t t l e - k e e n  s p i r i t  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  c o u r t .  Innocuous as  i t  i s ,  
i t  y e t  in d u c e s  a "swoghe s y le n c e  . . . /  As a l  w ere  s ly p p e d
vpon s l e p e "  (2 4 3 -4 4 ) .  I t  i s  o n ly  A r t h u r ,  th e  fo u n d e r  o f  th e  
Round T a b le  and th e  s p e a rh e a d  o f  c h i v a l r y ,  who r e c o v e r s  him ­
s e l f  s u f f i c i e n t l y  t o  e x te n d  a few w ords o f  c o u r te o u s  welcome 
*
to  t h e  i n t r u d e r  ( 2 5 2 -5 5 ) .  The im p a c t o f  t h e  G reen K n ig h t ' s
su b s e q u e n t  sp e ec h  i s  even  more d i s t u r b i n g  to  th e  e q u a n im i ty
o f  th e  c o u r t .  He f l a t l y  r e f u s e s  to  in d u lg e  i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l
k n i g h t l y  s p o r t  o f  armed com bat, and  d e l i v e r s  a p h y s i c a l
c h a l l e n g e  on h i s  own s p e c i f i c  te rm s (2 8 5 -3 0 0 ) .  T h is  t im e ,
th e  s tu n n e d  s i l e n c e  t h a t  g r e e t s  h i s  w ords rem a in s  u n b ro k en :
" I f  he  hem stow ned vpon f y r s t ,  s t i l l e r  w ere  jpanne /  A l l e  Ipe
heredm en i n  h a l l e ,  anc* V e  l ° 3 e " (301-02) . The G reen
K nigh t goes on to  mock th e  c o u r t :
'W hat, i s  b i s  A r|?ures h o u s , ' . . .
'P a t  a l  ]pe ro u s  r e n n e s  o f  yur^ ry a lm e s  so mony?
Where i s  now y o u r  s o u rq u y d ry e  and  y o u r  c o n q u e s te s ,
Your g r y n d e l l a y k  and y o u r  grem e, and y o u r  g r e t e  w ordes?
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Now i s  J>e r e u e l  and J?e ren o u n  o f  |pe Rounde T a b le  
O u e rw a lt  w yth  a  w orde o f  on wy^es sp e c h e ,
F o r  a l  d a r e s  f o r  d re d e  w i th o u te  d y n t  s c h e w e d !1
(309-15)
The s c o r n f u l  t e n o r  o f  t h i s  s p e e c h ,  c o u p le d  w i th  t h e  lo u d  
l a u g h t e r  t h a t  f o l l o w s ,  d i r e c t l y  im p e ls  a m e n ta l  and b o d i ly  
r e a c t i o n  from  A r t h u r .  The " b lo d  s c h o t  f o r  scham i n t o  h i s  
sc h y re  f a c e  /  And l e r e , M and he  "wex as  w ro th  as  wynde" (317— 
1 9 ) .  The a n g e r  and  shame t h a t  c a u s e s  th e  b lo o d  to  r i o t  th ro u g h  
A r t h u r ’ s body , m o reo v e r ,  g e n e r a t e s  sp e e ch  and a c t i o n  a t  d i r e c t  
odds w i th  t h e  " c o u r t a y s y e "  so v a lu e d  by t h e  c o u r t .  A l l  
c u l t u r e d  r e s t r a i n t s  t h r u s t  a s i d e ,  A r th u r  b u r s t s  f o r t h  i n t o  
ang ry  d e fe n c e  (3 2 3 -2 7 ) ,  and  moves i n t o  f r e n z i e d  a c t i o n  as  he 
" l e p e z ” t o  s e i z e  t h e  axe and " s t u r n e l y  s t u r e z  h i t  a b o u te "  
(3 2 8 -3 1 ) .  The i n c r e m e n ta l  e f f e c t  o f  th e  G reen K n i g h t ' s  sp e e c h ,  
th e n ,  p ro v o k e s  b e h a v io u r  on t h e  i n s t i n c t u a l  l e v e l  from  A r th u r .
The v e ry  f o u n t  o f  c h i v a l r i c  v i r t u e  and c o n v e n t io n  a c t s  h e r e
in d e e d  i n  a ru d e  and  c h u r l i s h  m anner. I t  i s  Gawain who 
r e s t o r e s  th e  s o c i a l  o r d e r  so im p u l s iv e ly  c a s t  a s i d e  by A r th u r  
and who th e r e b y  r e v e a l s  h i s  c a p a c i t y  to  a c t  a s  th e  champion 
o f  t h e  c o u r t  a g a i n s t  t h e  G reen K n ig h t .
The n e x t  t im e  we se e  th e  a d v e r s a r y  i s  i n  h i s  human 
form as  B e r c i l a k .  As su c h ,  he does n o t  m a n i f e s t  t h e  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  f e a t u r e s  so  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  G reen K n ig h t .  
N e v e r th e l e s s ,  he i s  a f i g u r e  w i th  a m ost commanding p r e s e n c e  
and a f i e r c e l y  c o m p e l l in g  a i r .  He i s
A hoge hajpel f o r  p^e n o n e z ,  and o f  hyghe e l d e e ;
B rode, b r y a t ,  w a tz  h i s  b e r d e ,  and a l l  b eu e r-h w ed ,
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S tu r n e ,  s t i f  on |?e s try |? |?e  on s t a l w o r t h  sc h o n k ez ,
F e l l e  f a c e  a s  f y r e ,  and  f r e  o f  hys sp e c h e ;
And w el hym semed, f o r  so|?e, . . .
To l e d e  a l o r t s c h y p  i n  l e e  o f  le u d e z  f u l  gode.
(844-49)
B e r c i l a k  i s  p r e s e n t e d ,  th e n ,  a s  a man among men, as  a n o b le  
"p ry n c e "  w e l l  w o r th y  o f  th e  " h o n o u r” and s e r v i c e  t h a t  i s  
" p re s e d "  u n to  him by th e  "mony p ro u d  mon" i n  h i s  keep  (8 3 0 ) .  
C e r t a in  o f  h i s  p h y s i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  how ever, a r e  s t r o n g l y  
r e m in i s c e n t  o f  th o s e  o f  t h e  G reen K n ig h t .  He i s  a  " b o ld e  
b u rn e"  (834) o f  t r u l y  im posing  p h y s i c a l  s t a t u r e ;  h i s  f a c e  i s  
f i e r c e  as  " f y r e ; "  he  i s  u n r e s t r a i n e d  and " f r e "  i n  h i s  " s p e c h e ;"  
and h i s  f i g u r e  i s  g e n e r a l l y  i n  a c t i v e  b o d i l y  m o tio n .  ^  The 
p l a y f u l  e x c h a n g e -o f -w in n in g s  " b a rg a y n "  a s  p ro p o se d  by 
B e r c i l a k  (1 1 0 5 -0 9 ) ,  m o reo v e r ,  d i r e c t l y  ech o es  th e  s e r i o u s  
t e n o r  o f  th e  p h y s i c a l  c h a l l e n g e  i s s u e d  e a r l i e r  a t  th e  c o u r t .  
J u s t  a s  t h e  h e ro  was th e n  co m p e lled  to  " sw ere "  on h i s  "traw |>e" 
to  f u l f i l l  t h e  te rm s  o f  t h e  " c o u e n a u n t"  s e t  by t h e  G reen 
K nigh t (3 9 0 -4 0 3 ) ,  so  i s  he  now e x p r e s s l y  d i r e c t e d  to  " sw ere"  
on h i s  "traw |>e" to  a b id e  by t h e  te rm s  o f  t h e  " b a rg a y n "  s e t  
h e r e  by t h e  j o v i a l  h o s t  (1 1 0 5 -1 2 ) .
The m o st s t r i k i n g  v iew  o f  B e r c i l a k 1s p h y s i c a l l y  a c t i v e  
n a t u r e  comes d u r in g  th e  t h r e e  e n e r g e t i c  h u n ts  i n  w hich  he i s  
engaged d u r in g  th e  t h r e e  s u c c e s s i v e  m orn ings  o f  G aw ain 's  s o ­
jo u r n  a t  th e  c a s t l e .  H is a c t i v i t y  p r o v id e s  an  i n t e r e s t i n g  
c o n t r a s t  to  t h a t  o f  th e  h e ro  who l i e s  " le n g e "  i n  h i s  " l o f t e "  
a t  h i s  " e s e "  (1 1 0 6 ) .
F or an  i n t e r e s t i n g  th e m a t ic  p a r a l l e l  be tw een  B e r c i l a k ' s  
h u n t in g  e x p e d i t i o n s  and th e  e v e n ts  t h a t  o c c u r  i n  G aw ain 's  
bedroom, s e e  Henry L. S avage , "The S i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  H unt­
ing  Scenes i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , "  JEGP, XXVII 
(1 9 2 8 ),  1 -15 .
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The a c t i o n  t h a t  t a k e s  p l a c e  a t  t h e  c a s t l e ,  f u r t h e r ­
more, h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  im p e l l i n g  f o r c e  o f  th e  a n t a g o n i s t .  J u s t  
as  A r th u r  was e a r l i e r  d r iv e n  t o  a c t  on im p u lse  and  a t  odds 
w i th  e s t a b l i s h e d  c o n v e n t io n ,  so Gawain i s  h e r e  u l t i m a t e l y  
im p e l le d  to  a c t  on th e  p u r e l y  i n s t i n c t u a l  l e v e l  and i n  a 
manner d e v i a n t  from  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  co d e . S i g n i f i c a n t l y  enough, 
G aw ain 's  im p u lse  to  a c t i o n ,  l i k e  t h a t  o f  A r th u r ,  i s  g e n e r a te d  
th ro u g h  th e  mode o f  sp e e c h .  The h e ro  u n d e rg o es  an  e m o tio n a l  
and m e n ta l  o r d e a l  as  e x e c u te d  th ro u g h  th e  b a t t l e  o f  w i t  and 
words w i th  h i s  o v e r t l y  a m o r o u s  c h a t e l a i n e .  Though i t  i s  th e  
la d y  who i s  h e r e  in v o lv e d  i n  t h e  a c t u a l  p r o c e s s  o f  th e  t e s t ,  
i t  i s  B e r c i l a k  who d i r e c t s  and c o n t r o l s  th e  s i t u a t i o n .  T h is  
f a c t  i s  e v id e n c e d  on th e  ev e n in g  o f  t h e  second  day as  B e r c i l a k  
o f fh a n d e d ly  rem ark s  to  h i s  g u e s t :  " I  h a f  f r a y s t e d  ]?e tw y s , 
and f a y t h f u l  I  fy n d e  j?e. /  Now " |? r id  tyme j?rowe b e s t "  |?enk on 
j?e morne" (1 6 7 9 -8 0 ) .  And on th e  t h i r d  m o rn in g , as  n o te d  
e a r l i e r ,  Gawain t r e m b le s  on th e  v e rg e  o f  l o s i n g  h i s  s e l f -  
c o n t r o l  and succum bing to  th e  l u s t  a ro u s e d  i n  him by th e  la d y .  
He r e c o l l e c t s  h im s e l f  s u f f i c i e n t l y  to  r e s t r a i n  h i s  i n s t i n c t i v e  
im p u lse  to  e n jo y  l i f e  to  th e  h i l t .  The im p u lse  to  a c t i o n  
g e n e r a te d  by h i s  i n s t i n c t  f o r  s u r v i v a l ,  how ever, c a n n o t  be 
s u p p re s s e d ,  and he f a l t e r s  i n  h i s  o b se rv a n c e  o f  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  
code o f  c o n d u c t .
At t h e  G reen C hape l,  a g a in ,  i t  i s  th e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  
and t e r r i f y i n g  a s p e c t  o f  th e  a n t a g o n i s t  t h a t  i s  a t  f i r s t  i n  
fo c u s .  The G reen K n ig h t  may n o t  be  v i s i b l e  a s  Gawain a r r i v e s  
a t  th e  G reen C h a p e l ,  b u t  he  n o n e t h e l e s s  makes h i s  p r e s e n c e
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felt by assailing the hero's ears with
a wonder breme noyse, 
Quat! hit clatered in |?e clyff, as hit cleue schulde,
As one vpon a gryndelston hade grounden a syj?e.
What! hit wharred and whette, as water at a mulne;
What! hit rusched and ronge, raw^e to here.
(2200-04)
Even here, however, the dual perspective seen earlier remains 
in evidence. The "noyse" may be wondrously fierce and may 
project a force fit to cleave a stone cliff in twain; never­
theless, it is also similar to the familiar sounds of a scythe
being sharpened at a grindstone and of water being churned at 
a mill. As the Green Knight comes into view (2221-34), more­
over, the same dual perspective operates. He advances with 
a characteristic outburst of physical energy as he "Whyrlande 
out of a wro" with his "felle weppen" in hand, but he yet
crosses the expanse of ground "on his fote" and jumps over
water with the aid of "hys ax." Once the terms of the physi­
cal challenge are met, however, the Green Knight sheds his 
mask of inscrutability. He reveals that the beautiful lady 
at the castle was none other than "Myn owen wyf" (2359), and 
that the pursuit of Gawain, the "wowyng of my wyf" (2361), 
was a trial of character that he himself has planned to the 
last detail:
'For hit is my wede \>at |?ou werez, ^at ilke wouen girdel, 
Myn own wyf hit ]pe weued, I wot wel for so^e.
Now know I wel {?y cosses, and |f>y costes als,
And |>e wowyng of my wyf: I wro^t hit myseluen.
I sende hir to asay |?e.
(2358-62)
The superhuman challenger and the jovial host are thus but
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d i f f e r i n g  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  same f i g u r e  a c t i v e l y  engaged  i n  a 
t r i a l  o f  h e r o i c  q u a l i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  c o u r t l y  w o r ld .
The G reen K n ig h t  makes v e r y  c l e a r  t h a t  he  a p p e a re d  
a t  t h e  c o u r t  i n  o r d e r  t o  " a s s a y "  th e  " s u r q u i d r e "  and " g r e t e  
renoun"  o f  t h e  "Rounde T a b le "  (2456-58) and t h a t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  
what he d o e s - - b u t  i n  more a r e n a s  and i n  more ways th a n  one . 
The c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l  o f  h e ro is m ,  as  p o i n t e d  o u t  e a r l i e r ,  
r e l a t e s  n o t  o n ly  t o  p h y s i c a l  a c t i v i t y  i n  b a t t l e  b u t  a l s o  to  
s o c i a l  and m o ra l  c o n d u c t ,  and  i t  i s  i n  a l l  t h r e e  domains o f  
k n i g h t l y  en d eav o u r  t h a t  t h e  c o u r t  i s  p l a c e d  on t r i a l  th ro u g h  
th e  f i g u r e  o f  i t s  w o r t h i e s t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  Gawain. The 
c h a l l e n g e  i s s u e d  by th e  m o n s tro u s  G reen K n ig h t  i s  an  o b v io u s  
t e s t  o f  p h y s i c a l  v a l o u r  w i t h i n  a p u b l i c  a r e n a ,  and th e  i s s u e  
o f  s o c i a l  decorum i s  f o r  th e  m ost p a r t  r e l e g a t e d  to  t h e  b a c k ­
ground . At t h e  c a s t l e ,  how ever, Gawain i s  t e s t e d  w i t h i n  an 
a r e n a  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  t h e  c o u r t  by an a n t a g o n i s t  who 
a p p e a rs  no d i f f e r e n t  from  o t h e r  k n i g h t s .  H ere ,  i t  i s  t h e  
h e r o ' s  p e r s o n a l  o b s e rv a n c e  o f  th e  s o c i a l  and m o ra l  a s p e c t  
o f  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  code t h a t  i s  i n  q u e s t i o n ,  and th e  i s s u e  
o f  p h y s i c a l  c o u ra g e  re m a in s  p a t e n t l y  i n  t h e  b a c k g ro u n d . Once 
Gawain l e a v e s  t h e  c a s t l e ,  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  t e s t  changes  
a g a in  to  fo c u s  on v a l o u r  i n  com bat, b u t  now a s  t r i e d  w i t h i n  
an a r e n a  q u i t e  e v i d e n t l y  removed from  p u b l i c  v iew . The 
a c t i o n  m ost s i g n i f i c a n t  to  th e  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  h e r o i c  c h a r ­
a c t e r ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  o c c u rs  a t  th e  c a s t l e  b e f o r e  t h e  u l t i m a t e  
e n c o u n te r  a t  t h e  G reen C h ap e l.  The n a r r a t i v e  makes p l a i n  
t h a t  though  i t  i s  G aw ain 's  p h y s i c a l  b r a v e r y  t h a t  e s t a b l i s h e s
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h i s  p o s i t i o n  a s  t h e  w o r t h i e s t  k n ig h t  o f  t h e  Round T a b le ,  i t  
i s  h i s  s o c i a l  and  m o ra l  v i r t u e  t h a t  re m a in s  t h e  f i n a l  d e t e r ­
m in a n t  o f  h i s  h e r o i c  s t a t u r e .
I t  i s  c l e a r ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  i n  S i r  Gawain " t h e  em phasis
i s  n o t  so much on p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  a s  i t  i s  on s t a t e s  o f  mind
52and m o ra l p ro b le m s ."  Not o n ly  do we f i n d  an u t t e r  l a c k  o f
i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c a p a c i t y  o f  th e  k n i g h t ,  b u t  t h e
d e m o n s t r a t io n  o f  h i s  h e r o i c  c a l i b r e  t a k e s  p l a c e  w i t h i n  a
p e a c e f u l  s o c i a l  s e t t i n g  f a r  removed from  th e  f i e l d  o f  com bat.
"The i n i t i a l  c h a l l e n g e  o f  t h e  G reen  K n ig h t , "  as  E n g e lh a r d t
p o i n t s  o u t ,  " i s  n o t  so  much a t e s t  a s  a mode o f  a c c e s s  to
53th e  t e s t s "  e x e c u te d  a t  th e  c a s t l e .  The p h y s i c a l  e n c o u n te r  
a t  t h e  G reen C h a p e l ,  a g a in ,  s e r v e s  r a t h e r  to  i l l u m i n a t e  th e  
e x t e n t  o f  G aw ain’s i n t r i n s i c  v i r t u e  th a n  a s  a t r i a l  i n  i t s e l f  
The c o n f l i c t  w h ich  e x te n d s  o u r  v iew  o f  t h e  h e ro  and r e v e a l s  
th e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  p r a i s e w o r th y  q u a l i t i e s  o c c u rs  in d e e d  more 
in  th e  m ind o f  Gawain th a n  i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld ,  and  th e  
r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  p h y s i c a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  h as  a more s i g n i f i ­
c a n t  im p ac t upon h i s  own p e r s o n a l i t y  th a n  upon h i s  e x t e r n a l  
en v iro n m e n t.  In  t h e  m anner o f  Y vain , Gawain u n d e rg o e s  a 
m o ra l ly  i n s t r u c t i v e  e x p e r i e n c e  th ro u g h  th e  c o u r s e  o f  th e  
n a r r a t i v e  a c t i o n .  The p r o t a g o n i s t  h e r e ,  how ever, d i s p l a y s  a
5?Fox, p . 6.
"^"The P re d ic a m e n t  o f  G aw ain ,"  p . 223, n .  10. E n g e lh a rd t  
in c lu d e s  th e  t e m p ta t io n  o f f e r e d  by th e  g u id e  w i t h i n  th e  s p e c i  
f i c  t e s t s  o f  G aw ain 's  m o ra l  i n t e g r i t y  and h o n o u r .
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l e v e l  o f  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  w h ich  Y vain  n e v e r  d o e s .  The a t t a i n ­
ment o f  s e l f - k n o w le d g e ,  a g a in ,  becomes a key  i s s u e  i n  t h e  
n a r r a t i v e ,  an  i s s u e  s i m i l a r  i n  k in d  to  t h a t  w orked o u t  i n  
g r e a t e r  d e t a i l  i n  Book One o f  The F a e r i e  Q ueene.
S i r  Gawain i s  th u s  c e n t r a l  to  o u r  s tu d y  o f  th e  H e ro ic  
P l o t  i n  e p i c  and  rom ance. I t  n o t  o n ly  i n c o r p o r a t e s  a s p e c t s  
o f  th e  h e r o - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  a s  p r e s e n t e d  on th e  p h y s i c a l  
p la n e ,  b u t  i t  i n d i c a t e s  th e  t r a n s i t i o n a l  s t a g e  i n  t h e  em ploy­
ment o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  f o r  p u r e l y  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  p u r p o s e s .
The f a e r y  a n t a g o n i s t  s e r v e s  h e r e  r a t h e r  to  i n c u l c a t e  i n  th e  
h e ro  a new know ledge a b o u t  human n a t u r e  th a n  to  p o s i t  a 
p h y s i c a l  menace t h a t  m ust be d e s t r o y e d  th ro u g h  p h y s i c a l  
com bat. The n a r r a t i v e  i n t e r e s t ,  m o reo v e r ,  l i e s  e x p l i c i t l y  
i n  th e  m e n ta l  and m o ra l  fram ew ork o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  and  th e  
a c t i o n  g iv e s  us  a d i r e c t  v iew  o f  th e  i n n e r  w ork ing  o f  G aw ain 's  
m ind. W ith  S i r  G aw ain , th e n ,  we o b v io u s ly  move c l o s e r  to  The 
F a e r i e  Queene w here  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  becomes a v e h i c l e  f o r  
m ora l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l  a l l e g o r y .
CHAPTER V
THE METAMORPHOSIS IN THE FAERIE QUEENE
The s h i f t  i n  i n t e r e s t  from  th e  p h y s i c a l  w o r ld  to  th e  
i n t e r n a l  w o r ld  o f  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  r e a l i t y  i s  r e a l i z e d  i n  The 
F a e r i e  Q ueene. The H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  o f  c r u c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  
in  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  Book One, f o r  th e  h e r o ' s  com bats a g a i n s t  
h i s  m o n s tro u s  a n t a g o n i s t s  i n  th e m se lv e s  d e l i n e a t e  t h e  n a t u r e  
o f  th e  h e ro is m  e x t o l l e d  and a r e  th u s  i n t e g r a l  to  o u r  u n d e r ­
s ta n d in g  o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  p l o t  and them e. The c o n f l i c t s ,  how­
e v e r ,  a r e  c l e a r l y  a l l e g o r i c a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  s t r i f e  and 
s t r a i n  w i t h i n  t h e  human p sy c h e .  The s u s t a i n e d  l e v e l  o f  th e  
a c t i o n  i s  h e r e  p o i n t e d  e x p l i c i t l y  tow ards  w hat J a n e t  Spens 
c a l l s  " th e  a p p r e h e n s io n ,  d e s c r i p t i o n  and o r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  
th e  i n n e r  w o r l d , a n d  h e ro is m  i s  now d e f in e d  i n  s p e c i f i c a l l y  
m ora l t e r m s .
On th e  l i t e r a l  l e v e l ,  Book One r e a d s  a s  a t y p i c a l  
c h i v a l r i c  rom ance. R e d c ro s se  i s  an  u n t r i e d ,  y o u th f u l  k n ig h t  
who s e t s  o u t  to  p ro v e  h im s e l f  by u n d e r ta k in g  th e  t a s k  o f  
s l a y in g  a m ig h ty  d rag o n ;  a f t e r  many t r i a l s  and a d v e n tu r e s ,  
he b r in g s  h i s  q u e s t  to  a s u c c e s s f u l  c o n c lu s io n  and o b t a i n s  
th e  hand o f  h i s  la d y  i n  m a r r ia g e .  O s t e n s ib ly ,  th e n ,  th e
^S p e n s e r 's  " F a e r i e  Q ueene": An I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  (1934; r p t .  
New York: R u s s e l l  and  R u s s e l l ,  1967) , p . 52'.
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s t r u c t u r e  and theme o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a p p e a r  no d i f f e r e n t  
from th o s e  o f  a h u n d red  o t h e r  rom ances and a r e  in d e e d  q u i t e  
s i m i l a r  to  th o s e  o f  Y v a in . The m ain body o f  t h e  a c t i o n  
c o m p rise s  a  s e r i e s  o f  se e m in g ly  e p i s o d i c  e n c o u n te r s  w i th  a 
v a r i e t y  o f  f o e s ,  b o th  human and m o n s t ro u s ,  and i t  i s  th ro u g h  
th e s e  e n c o u n te r s  t h a t  R e d c r o s s e 's  m o ra l  g row th  and d e v e lo p ­
ment i n  c h a r a c t e r  i s  t r a c e d .  However, a s  S p en se r  h im s e l f  
makes p l a i n  i n  t h e  L e t t e r  to  R a l e i g h , th e  poem i s  n o t  a 
c h i v a l r i c  rom ance b u t  i s  r a t h e r  u s e d  as  a means o f  d e p i c t i n g  
th e  i n n e r  l i f e ,  and  we may w e l l  a rg u e  t h a t  Book One d e a l s  n o t  
so much w i th  th e  c a r e e r  and g row th  o f  an i n d i v i d u a l  k n ig h t  
as w i th  th e  g e n e r a l  n a t u r e  and p a t t e r n  o f  m o ra l ,  C h r i s t i a n  
e x p e r i e n c e .  As K a th le e n  W ill ia m s  o b s e rv e s :  "A s o l i t a r y  
k n ig h t  r i d i n g  on a q u e s t  o n ly  d im ly  d i s c e r n e d ,  m e e t in g  w i th  
a d v e n tu re s  o n ly  h a l f - u n d e r s t o o d ,  can  r e a d i l y  seem to  p i c t u r e  
our own jo u r n e y  th ro u g h  th e  w i ld e r n e s s  o f  t h i s  w o r ld  w i th  
i t s  a d v e n tu r e s  as  a p p a r e n t l y  a r b i t r a r y ,  and y e t  as  momentous, 
as th e  e n c o u n te r s  o f  c h i v a l r y .  The k n i g h t l y  q u e s t  can  come 
c lo s e  to  th e  s o u l ' s  jo u r n e y  o f  m o ra l  a l l e g o r y ,  and S p e n se r  
draws them g e n t l y  and e a s i l y  t o g e t h e r . "
2See The Works o f  Edmund S p e n se r :  A V ario rum  E d i t i o n , ed . 
Edwin G reen law , C h a r le s  G rosveno r  Osgood, and F r e d e r i c k  Morgan 
P a d e l f o r d ,  V ol. I  (B a l t im o re :  The Jo h n s  H opkins P r e s s ,  1 932) , 
67-70 . A l l  q u o t a t i o n s  from  Book One o f  The F a e r i e  Queene a r e  
from t h i s  e d i t i o n .
"^"Romance T r a d i t i o n  i n  The F a e r i e  Q ueene,"  RS, XXXII (1 9 6 4 ) ,  
151. See a l s o  t h e  I n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  h e r  book S p e n s e r 's  W orld o f  
G la s s :  A R ead ing  o f  "The F a e r i e  Queene" (B e rk e le y ,  C a l i f . : U ni­
v e r s i t y  o f  C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 6 ) ,  p p . x i v - x v i i .
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The moral allegory predominates in the narrative, 
both in structure and theme.^ It is obvious, as Leicester 
Bradner comments, that the "characters and incidents have 
all been chosen for the specific purpose of enacting the drama 
of man's spiritual life." In the epistolary introduction to 
the poem, Spenser tells us explicitly that Redcrosse repre­
sents "Holynes," his armour being that "of a Christian man 
specified by Saint Paul v. Ephes." The hero is thus some­
thing of an Everyman figure. He is the miles Christi 
girded in the armour of righteousness and protected by the 
shield of faith whose quest is to destroy the power of Sin.
His adventures are representations of the internal, psycho­
logical conflicts that take place within the minds of all 
human beings. His adversaries are personifications of the
For a general view of the moral allegory developed in 
Book One, see the Variorum Edition, I, 422-48. A reading of 
the narrative as moral allegory, however, does not of itself 
exclude the possibility of interpreting the action in terms 
of historical allegory (see the Variorum Edition, I, 449-95). 
Of the two, however, the former is the more acceptable. It 
is difficult to see the story of Redcrosse as constituting 
a sustained historical or political allegory dealing with the 
events of the Reformation in England. As Josephine Bennett 
points out: "If he [Spenser] had in mind specific historical 
events, that allegory has been subordinated to the moral and 
narrative requirements of the plot, and therefore makes its 
appearance in the foreground only occasionally by way of 
allusion rather than as continued topical allegory. . . . The
Cave of Despair and the House of Holiness belong to the moral 
development of Everyman, and the attempt to equate them with 
phases of the Reformation results in distortion of both 
history and the poem" (The Evolution of "The Faerie Queene" 
1942; rpt. New York: Burt Franklin, 1960), pp. 17-18).
^Edmund Spenser and "The Faerie Queene" (Chicago, 111.: 
University of Chicago Press, 1948) , p~! 106.
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m oral d a n g e rs  t h a t  o p e r a t e  to  d e f l e c t  him  from  h i s  g o a l ,  
e v i l s  o f  t h e  m ind and s p i r i t  t h a t  m ust be  v a n q u is h e d  i f  
t r u e  h o l i n e s s  i s  t o  be a t t a i n e d .  The c a r e e r  o f  R e d c ro s se  i s  
c l e a r l y  d e s ig n e d  to  d e p i c t  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  an i n d i v i d u a l  as  
he s t r u g g l e s  a g a i n s t  v a r io u s  a s p e c t s  and  form s o f  s i n .
R e d c r o s s e 's  a d v e n tu r e s ,  l i k e  th o s e  o f  Gawain, s e r v e  
p r i m a r i l y  to  e n l i g h t e n  t h e  h e ro  a b o u t  th e  n a t u r e  and q u a l i t y  
o f  h i s  own i n n e r  f i b r e ,  to  d r i v e  home t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  h i s  
m ora l s t r e n g t h  and to  c l e a n s e  him o f  h i s  m o ra l  b l i n d n e s s .
As I s a b e l  M acC affrey  n o t e s :  " R ig h te o u s n e s s ,  o r  H o l in e s s ,  i s  
grown i n t o  by t h e  Red C ross  K n ig h t  as  h i s  l i f e  g r a d u a l l y  
assumes i t s  d e s t i n e d  form  w i t h i n  " t h e  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  g e n e r a ­
t i v e  u n i v e r s e "  . . . Coming to  know i s  a m a jo r  a s p e c t  o f  
th e  theme i n  Book I . "  B e fo re  R e d c ro s se  can  m a n i f e s t  h i s  
f u l l  p o t e n t i a l ,  t h e r e  i s  much t h a t  he m ust l e a r n .  He has  
y e t  to  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  f u l l  power o f  th e  f o r c e s  r a n g e d  a g a i n s t  
him, to  u n d e r s ta n d  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  c o n s t a n t  v i g i l a n c e  
a g a i n s t  t h e i r  a t t a c k s ,  and to  r e a l i z e  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  own 
w eakness . Through h i s  a d v e n tu r e s ,  th e  k n i g h t  l o s e s  th e  
in n o c en ce  b o rn  o f  in e x p e r i e n c e  and g a in s  i n  i t s  p l a c e  th e  
knowledge and s t r e n g t h  to  f a c e  and d e f e a t  e v i l  w i th  c o n s c io u s  
i n t e n t  on i t s  own t e r m s .  ^ R e d c r o s s e 's  t a s k  i s  t o  know and
6S p e n s e r 's  A l le g o r y :  The Anatomy o f  Im a g in a t io n  ( P r i n c e ­
to n  , N . J . :  P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 6 ) ,  p . T34.
^ S p e n s e r 's  a t t i t u d e  to w ard s  th e  n a t u r e  o f  m o ra l  v i r t u e  
i s  in d e e d  v e r y  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  M il to n  who r e m a r k s : " I  
c a n n o t p r a i s e  a f u g i t i v e  and c l o i s t e r e d  v e r t u e ,  u n e x e r c i s 'd
172
co n q u e r  t h e  e v i l  w i t h i n  h i m s e l f ,  t o  overcom e h i s  own p r o c l i v ­
i t y  to  s i n  r a t h e r  th a n  to  g a i n  o r  p r e s e r v e  h i s  w o r ld ly  
honour and renown l i k e  Beowulf o r  Gawain.
The s h i f t  i n  p e r s p e c t i v e  from  o b j e c t i v e  to  s u b j e c ­
t i v e  r e a l i t y  w i th  r e g a r d  to  th e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  and u s e  o f  th e  
H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  th u s  c r y s t a l l i z e d  i n  The F a e r i e  Q ueene. We 
n o te d  i n  S i r  Gawain t h a t  t h e  a c t i o n  w h ich  s e r v e s  a s  t h e  
p r im a ry  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  G aw a in 's  h e r o i c  s t a t u r e  
ta k e s  p l a c e  more i n  t h e  m ind o f  th e  h e ro  th a n  i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  
w o r ld .  The c o u rag e o u s  r e s p o n s e  to  a p h y s i c a l  t h r e a t  i s  h e r e
and u n b r e a t h 'd ,  t h a t  n e v e r  s a l l i e s  o u t  and s e e s  h e r  a d v e r ­
s a r y ,  b u t  s l i n k s  o u t  o f  t h e  r a c e ,  w here  t h a t  im m o r ta l l  g a r ­
la n d  i s  to  be  ru n  f o r ,  n o t  w i th o u t  d u s t  and h e a t .  A s s u re d ly  
we b r i n g  n o t  in n o c e n c e  i n t o  t h i s  w o r ld ,  we b r i n g  im p u r i ty  
much r a t h e r ;  t h a t  w h ich  p u r i f i e s  us  i s  t r i a l l ,  and  t r i a l l  i s  
by w hat i s  c o n t r a r y "  (A r e o p a g i t i c a , i n  The P ro s e  o f  John  
M i l t o n , The S t u a r t  E d i t i o n ,  s e r i e s  ed . J .  Max P a t r i c k ,  V o l . I .  
(New York: New York U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 8 ) ,  2 2 7 -2 8 ) .  The
R e d c ro sse  K n ig h t a n t i c i p a t e s  M i l t o n ' s  " t r u e  w a r f a r i n g  C h r i s ­
t i a n "  (p .  287) whose m o ra l  s t e e l  i s  tem p ered  i n  th e  f i r e s  o f  
e x p e r i e n c e ,  and who g a in s  m a s te ry  o v e r  t h e  e v i l  w i t h i n  h im ­
s e l f  th ro u g h  th e  know ledge and h e ig h te n e d  p e r c e p t i o n  i n c u l c a t e d  
by h i s  many t r i a l s .  I t  i s  no w onder, t h e n ,  t h a t  M il to n  sh o u ld  
speak  o f  S p e n se r  i n  g low ing  te rm s  as  t h a t  " s a g e  and s e r i o u s  
p o e t  . . . whom I  d a r e  to  be known to  t h i n k  a b e t t e r  t e a c h e r
th a n  S co tu s  o r  A q u in as"  (p . 2 8 8 ) .
The s i m i l a r i t y  i n  tem per b e tw een  S p e n se r  and M i l to n  
sh o u ld  n o t ,  how ever, b l i n d  us to  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e i r  
r e s p e c t i v e  t r e a tm e n t s  o f  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  human h e ro is m  i n  The 
F a e r i e  Queene and P a r a d i s e  L o s t . As P a u l  A lp e r s  p o i n t s  o u t :  
"S p e n se r  does n o t  a t t e m p t  to  r e d e f i n e  h e ro is m  as  M i l to n  does 
when he r e j e c t s  " th e  w ra th  Of s t e r n  A c h i l l e s "  and th e  " r a g e  
Of Turnus f o r  L a v in i a  d i s e s p o u s 'd "  f o r  " t h e  b e t t e r  f o r t i t u d e  
Of P a t i e n c e  and H e ro ic  M artyrdom ". . . . The i n t e r e s t  and 
c o m p le x i ty  o f  S p e n s e r 's  t r e a t m e n t  o f  h e ro is m  l i e  n o t  i n  th e  
way i t  i s  r e p r e s e n t e d  i n  i t s e l f ,  b u t  i n  S p e n s e r 's  w i l l i n g ­
n e s s  to  exam ine i t  from  e v e ry  p e r s p e c t i v e - - t o  a s k  as  f u l l y  
as p o s s i b l e  w hat i t  t e l l s  us a b o u t  human n a t u r e "  (The P o e t r y  
o f  "The F a e r i e  Queene" ( P r in c e to n ,  N . J . : P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  
P r e s s ,  1967), p . 3 3 9 ) .
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o f  l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  th a n  th e  h e r o ' s  b e h a v io u r  u n d e r  s i t u a t i o n s  
o f  m e n ta l  and m o ra l  s t r e s s .  Though th e  h e r o - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  
i s  d e p i c t e d  i n  p h y s i c a l  te rm s ,  i t  i s  n o t  t h e  a c t u a l  c o n f r o n t a ­
t i o n  b e tw een  Gawain and  t h e  G reen K n ig h t t h a t  d e te r m in e s  th e  
n a t u r e  and e x t e n t  o f  th e  k n i g h t ' s  h e ro is m  b u t  r a t h e r  th e  
p s y c h o lo g ic a l  a s s a u l t  m ounted upon th e  h e ro  d u r in g  h i s  s t a y  
a t  B e r c i l a k ' s  c a s t l e .  I n  Book One, how ever, t h e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t  
becomes i n  i t s e l f  a v i s u a l i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  c o n f l i c t  
t h a t  o c c u rs  w i t h i n  t h e  human p sy c h e .  The n a r r a t i v e  p r e s e n t s  
an a l l e g o r i c a l  v iew  o f  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  s t r u g g l e  to  g a in  m o ra l  
v i r t u e  and  rem a in s  u n c o n c e rn e d  w i th  th e  r e a l i s t i c  p o r t r a y a l  
o f  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld .  P h y s i c a l  h e ro is m  i n  b a t t l e ,  
a s e c o n d a ry  i s s u e  i n  S i r  G aw ain , i s  h e r e  no lo n g e r  d e a l t  w i th  
on i t s  own l e v e l ,  b u t  i s  i n s t e a d  u se d  d i r e c t l y  as  a means o f  
d e l i n e a t i n g  th e  e x t e n t  o f  R e d c r o s s e 's  m o ra l  s t r e n g t h  and th e  
q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  m o ra l  f i b r e .
The change i n  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  r e f l e c t s  
th e  i n c r e a s i n g  i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  m o ra l  fram ew ork o f  human b e in g s  
and th e  i n n e r  w o rk in g  o f  t h e  human p sy c h e .  The G aw ain-G reen 
K nigh t c o n f r o n t a t i o n  r e s o l v e s  i t s e l f  a t  t h e  end i n t o  a t e s t
n o t  o f  t h e  f l e s h  b u t  o f  t h e  s p i r i t .  I t  h a s ,  m o reo v e r ,  a f a r
g r e a t e r  and  more e x p l i c i t  im p a c t  upon t h e  h e r o ' s  own p e r s o n ­
a l i t y  th a n  upon h i s  p h y s i c a l  en v iro n m e n t:  r a t h e r  th a n  o v e r ­
coming h i s  m o n s tro u s  f o e ,  Gawain i s  h im s e l f  u l t i m a t e l y  o v e r ­
come w i th  t h e  b i t t e r  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  h i s  p e r s o n a l  f a i l u r e  to
l i v e  up to  h i s  own m o ra l  i d e a l s .  In  S i r  G aw ain , how ever, 
th e  a c t i o n  y e t  o c c u rs  w i t h i n  th e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld ,  and i t  i s
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the convoluted battle of wit and words between Gawain and 
Lady Bercilak that serves to reveal the hero's mental 
vacillation and expose the limitations of his moral character. 
In The Faerie Queene, on the other hand, the allegorical mode 
enables Spenser to record directly and with vivid detail the 
psychology of the human quest for moral perfection. The 
Redcrosse Knight is less an individual in his own right than 
he is the embodiment of the individual spirit being educated 
about the nature of moral virtue, and his adventures render 
the "many perils [that] doe enfold / The righteous man, to 
make him daily fall" (viii, 1).
As the Heroic Plot becomes more explicitly the de­
lineation of the psychological testing of the human spirit, 
so the nature of the adversary becomes more clearly defined 
as a threat to the hero's moral well-being. Redcrosse's 
struggle is against the evil which effects man's moral 
degeneration and spiritual downfall rather than a physical 
menace to life and land. His monstrous adversaries, as 
indicated by the names Errour, Orgoglio (Pride), and Sin, 
are primarily externalizations of the human psyche. They 
are direct representations of the common weaknesses and 
faults to which Christian commentators believe human beings 
are prone and whose force must be crushed if moral standing 
is to be attained. Unlike the Green Knight, these super­
natural creatures involve the hero in desperate life-and- 
death situations whe'te they show no hesitation in using all
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t h e i r  fea rso m e  m ig h t .  U n l ik e  Gawain, th e  o n ly  way R e d c ro s se  
can come to  te rm s w i th  t h e  enemy i s  by s l a y i n g  i t  i n  com bat. 
I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, how ever, th ough  th e  s u p e r i o r  f o r c e  d i s ­
p la y e d  by th e  a d v e r s a r i e s  i n  S i r  Gawain and The F a e r i e  Queene 
f u n c t io n s  to  i n c u l c a t e  i n  b o th  h e ro e s  a c o n s c io u s  aw a re n ess  
o f  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e i r  m o ra l  s t r e n g t h ,  Book One goes  on to  
show how human b e in g s  can  w i t h s t a n d  and v a n q u is h  even  th e  
g r a v e s t  o f  d an g e rs  and th e  m ost t e r r i f y i n g  o f  e v i l s  w i th  th e  
a id  o f  God and th e  power o f  H is d iv in e  g r a c e .  The f i n a l  n o t e  
h e re  re m a in s  in d e e d  one o f  C h r i s t i a n  hope and e x p e c t a t i o n ,  
r a t h e r  th a n  one o f  h e r o i c  o r  r e a l i s t i c  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  th e  
l i m i t s  o f  human s t r e n g t h  as  i n  Beowulf and S i r  G aw ain .
Though R e d c r o s s e 's  a d v e n tu r e s  a r e  a l l  d e p i c t i o n s  o f  
m ora l c o n f l i c t s ,  n o t  a l l  o f  them a r e  d e l i n e a t e d  i n  te rm s  o f  
a c t u a l  b a t t l e .  The v a r i o u s  a d v e r s a r i e s  p o se  d i f f e r e n t  k in d s  
o f  t h r e a t s , and  th e  n a t u r e  o f  each  e n c o u n te r  i s  d e te rm in e d  
by th e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  d an g e r  so c o n f r o n te d .  A g a in s t  t h e  o v e r t  
a t t a c k s  o f  th e  m o n s te r s  o r  th e  "paynim " k n i g h t s  S a n s fo y  and 
S a n s jo y ,  armed f o r c e  i s  o b v io u s ly  r e q u i r e d .  T hese  a d v e r ­
s a r i e s  behave  as  t h e  h o s t i l e  f o r c e s  th e y  a r e ;  t h e i r  a p p e a r ­
ance and t h e i r  a g g r e s s i v e  a c t s  p r o c la im  t h e i r  i n t e n t i o n s .  
O th e r s ,  l i k e  th e  h y p o c r i t e  Archimago o r  th e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  
o f  f a l s e  f a i t h  D uessa , p r e s e n t  th e m se lv e s  i n  f r i e n d l y  g u i s e ,  
m asking t h e i r  f e l l  p u rp o s e  and w ork ing  harm by d e v io u s  m eans. 
Though se em in g ly  l e s s  p o w e r fu l  as  o p p o n e n ts ,  th e y  a r e - - l i k e  
th e  g e n i a l  B e r c i l a k s  i n  S i r  Gawain--m uch more d an g e ro u s  and 
more d i f f i c u l t  to  w i t h s t a n d .  They do n o t  a c t  to  c a u se  sudden
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d e f e a t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  s e e k  to  p e r v e r t  good and e n s la v e  i t  to  
s e rv e  t h e i r  e n d s .  They in d u c e  m o ra l  c o r r u p t i o n .  T h e i r  
in s id u o u s  w i l e s  su b o rn  th e  unwary C h r i s t i a n  to  t h e  e x t e n t  
t h a t  he l o s e s  a l l  s e n s e  o f  m o ra l  p u rp o s e  and i s  u n a b le  to  
r e t a l i a t e  w i th  f o r c e  even  when he knows he m u s t .
R e d c ro s se  f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  t h r e e  s p e c i f i c  m o n s te r s :  th e  
s e r p e n t  E r r o u r ,  th e  g i a n t  O rg o g l io ,  and  th e  d rag o n  S in .  T hese 
m o n s t e r - f i g h t s , th o u g h  w id e ly  s e p a r a t e d  from  ea c h  o t h e r  i n  
te rm s o f  th e  se q u e n c e  o f  e v e n t s ,  f u n c t i o n  a s  key  p o i n t s  i n  
th e  n a r r a t i v e .  They d e n o te  th e  b e g in n in g  and end o f  each  
s ta g e  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  m o ra l  c a r e e r .  The a c t i o n  o f  Book One 
f a l l s  i n t o  two d i s t i n c t  p a r t s ,  th e  f i r s t  d e a l i n g  w i th  Red­
c r o s s e  ' s  d e g e n e r a t i o n  and f a l l  (C an tos  I - V I I I )  and th e  second  
w ith  h i s  r e g e n e r a t i o n  and t r iu m p h  (C an to s  I X - X I I ) . The b a t t l e  
a g a i n s t  E r r o u r  (C anto  I )  m arks th e  s t a r t  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  a c t i o n :  
i t  i s  t h e  v e r y  f i r s t  s i t u a t i o n  o f  m o ra l  s t r e s s  i n  w h ich  th e  
h e ro  i s  in v o lv e d .  The f i r s t  p h a se  c u lm in a te s  w i th  R e d c r o s s e 's  
d e f e a t  a t  t h e  hands o f  O rg o g l io  (C anto  V II)  and h i s  s u b s e ­
q u en t i n c a r c e r a t i o n  i n  a dungeon. The se co n d  i s  i n i t i a t e d  
a g a in  w i th  a b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  O rg o g l io  (C anto  V I I I ) . T h is  t im e ,  
how ever, i t  i s  A r t h u r - - t h e  embodiment o f  a l l  v i r t u e  and h e r e  
most p ro b a b ly  r e p r e s e n t i n g  " h e a v e n ly  g r a c e "  ( v i i i ,  l ) - -w h o  
f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  t h e  g i a n t ,  k i l l i n g  th e  c r e a t u r e  and s e t t i n g  
R e d c ro sse  f r e e  from  bondage . The h e r o  n e x t  u n d e rg o e s  a 
p e r io d  o f  m o ra l  r e c u p e r a t i o n  and s p i r i t u a l  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  
w hich c l im a x e s  w i th  h i s  d e c i s i v e  v i c t o r y  o v e r  th e  Dragon 
o f  S in  (C anto  X I ) .
S p e n se r  u s e s  t h e  m o t i f  o f  th e  h e ro - m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t  
i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  to  t h e  same d ra m a t ic  e f f e c t  as  does th e  
Beow ulf- p o e t . The b a t t l e s ,  s i g n p o s t s  i n  t h e  a l l e g o r y  o f  
m ora l p r o g r e s s i o n ,  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  as  t a k in g  p l a c e  be tw een  
two p h y s i c a l  e n t i t i e s .  The m o n s te r s  a r e  as  much s e r p e n t ,  
g i a n t  and d rag o n  as  th e y  a r e  t y p i f i c a t i o n s  o f  e r r o r ,  p r i d e  
and s i n  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  They f i g h t  b ac k  w i th  an im a l f e r o c i t y ,  
b le e d  when wounded, and d i e  a t  t h e  t h r u s t  o f  a sw ord . U n l ik e  
th e  c r e a t u r e s  i n  T r i s t a n  and Y v a in , t h e s e  a r e  m ig h ty  a d v e r ­
s a r i e s  w i th  pow ers o f  a c t i o n  t h a t  make them t r u l y  f o rm id a b le  
o p p o n en ts  i n  b a t t l e .  The i n t e r a c t i o n  b e tw een  h e ro  and 
m o n s te r ,  w h i le  s e r v in g  as  i n  S i r  Gawain to  in d u c e  m o ra l  s e l f -  
aw areness  i n  t h e  h e r o ,  i s  d e l i n e a t e d  e x p l i c i t l y  as  a power 
s t r u g g l e  f o r  suprem acy  w hich  i s  r e s o l v e d  i n  te rm s o f  p h y s i c a l  
com bat.
Though th e  H e ro ic  P l o t  i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  a m anner r e ­
f l e c t i n g  back  to  i t s  a r c h e t y p a l  form , i t  now f u n c t i o n s  as  
th e  e x p r e s s io n  o f  a code f a r  removed from  t h a t  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  
w o rld  and i s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  to w ard s  ends 
d ia m m e t r i c a l ly  o p p o sed . W hereas t h e  h e r o i c  le g e n d  e x a l t s  
human s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  an a l o o f  and im p e rs o n a l  
F a te ,  t h e  le g e n d  o f  t h e  K n ig h t o f  H o l in e s s  s t r e s s e s  human 
dependency on an  o m n is c ie n t  and b e n e v o le n t  D e i ty .  U n lik e  
th e  Germanic h e ro  who w ins th ro u g h  to  v i c t o r y  by th e  s h e e r  
f o r c e  o f  h i s  n a t u r a l  s t r e n g t h  and a b i l i t y ,  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  
h e ro  c a n n o t  t r iu m p h  o v e r  h i s  enem ies w i th o u t  d iv in e  a i d .
The fo c u s  h e r e  re m a in s  on th e  f r a i l t y  o f  human s t r e n g t h  as
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p i t t e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  m o n s tro u s  a d v e r s a r i e s  and on th e  n ee d  f o r
Q
human b e in g s  to  r e l y  upon God to  s u s t a i n  them a g a i n s t  harm.
The h e r o -m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t s  i n  Book One s e r v e  in d e e d  to  i l l u s ­
t r a t e  and  em phas ize  th e  f a c t  t h a t  t r u e  g l o r y  i s  a t t a i n e d  n o t  by 
human e f f o r t  b u t  o n ly  th ro u g h  th e  g r a c e  o f  God.
The h e r o ' s  i n t r i n s i c  w o r th  i s  no lo n g e r  c o n t i n g e n t  
upon p h y s i c a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  as  m a n i f e s t e d  i n  com bat. I n  each  
o f  th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s ,  t h e  b a l a n c e  o f  power t i p s  o b v io u s ly ,  
and a t  t im e s  o v e rw h e lm in g ly ,  i n  f a v o u r  o f  t h e  a d v e r s a r y .  The 
m o n s te rs  h e r e ,  how ever, a r e  n o t  b u i l t  up to  seem more pow er­
f u l  th a n  th e  h e ro  a s  i n  Beowulf i n  o r d e r  to  make th e  c h a m p io n 's  
u se  o f  h i s  s t r e n g t h  and p row ess  t h e  more g l o r i o u s  and commend­
a b l e .  The m o n s te r s  a r e  more p o w e r fu l ,  f o r  th e y  embody th e  
f o r c e s  o f  S a t a n i c  e v i l  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e  a g a i n s t  w h ich  th e  
C h r i s t i a n  i s  i n c a p a c i t a t e d  w i th o u t  a s s i s t a n c e  from  God. Red­
c r o s s e  th u s  re m a in s  a lw ays a t  a d i s a d v a n ta g e  i n  te rm s  o f  
p h y s i c a l  m ig h t  and even  A r t h u r ,  t h e  image o f  human p e r f e c t i o n ,  
i s  f e l l e d  to  t h e  g ro u n d  and b ro u g h t  to  th e  p o i n t  o f  d e f e a t  
by a s t r o k e  from  t h e  g i a n t  f o r ,  a s  S p en se r  makes c l e a r ,  no 
" m o r t a l l  w ig h t  c o u ld  e u e r  b e a r  so m o n s tro u s  b low " ( v i i i ,  1 8 ) .  
R e d c ro sse  and  A r th u r  emerge t r iu m p h a n t  from  combat n o t  
b e c a u se  o f  t h e i r  own s t r e n g t h  b u t  i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e i r  own 
w eakness . I n  ea ch  c a s e ,  t h e  v i c t o r y  i s  e n g in e e r e d  by God--
Q
As W il l ia m  N e lso n  p o i n t s  o u t ,  " t h e  s t r e s s  i s  p l a c e d  upon 
human f o l l y  and w eakness  and d i v i n e  o m n is c ie n c e  and o m n ip o t­
ence"  (The P o e t r y  o f  Edmund S p en se r  (New York: Columbia 
U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 3 ) ,  p . 1 / 4 ) .
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w h eth e r  i m p l i c i t l y  a s  i n  th e  R e d c r o s s e -E r r o u r  c o n f l i c t  o r  
e x p l i c i t l y  as  i n  t h e  A r th u r - O rg o g l io  and R ed c ro sse -D ra g o n  
c o n f r o n t a t i o n s - - r a t h e r  th a n  by t h e  h e r o ' s  own u n a id e d  
e f f o r t s .
An e x a m in a t io n  o f  th e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  i n  Book One 
b r in g s  s h a r p l y  i n t o  fo c u s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  p l a c e d  upon " a  
v i r t u e  b u i l t  o f  c l e a r - s i g h t e d  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  m a n 's  dependence  
on and g r a t e f u l  f a i t h  i n  h i s  d i v i n e  L o rd ."  R e d c r o s s e 's  
f i g h t  w i th  t h e  s e r p e n t  E r r o u r  ( i ,  11-27) d e m o n s t r a te s  th e  
in a d eq u ac y  o f  human s t r e n g t h  when a p p l i e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  enemy 
w i th o u t  f a i t h  i n  God. The k n ig h t  c o n f r o n t s  t h e  c r e a t u r e  
w i th  h e r o i c  c o u ra g e  and d e t e r m i n a t i o n ,  b u t  he i s  a lm o s t  
im m e d ia te ly  t r a p p e d  w i t h i n  t h e  s e r p e n t ' s  s in u o u s  c o i l s  and 
i s  i n c a p a b le  o f  e x t r i c a t i n g  h im s e l f  o r  even  d e fe n d in g  him ­
s e l f  i n  any way:
. . . h e r  huge t r a i n e  
A l l  su d d e n ly  a b o u t h i s  body wound,
T h a t hand  o r  f o o t  to  s t i r r e  he  s t r o u e  i n  v a i n e :
God h e l p e  th e  man so w ra p t  i n  E r r o u r s  e n d l e s s e  t r a i n e .
( i ,  18)
R ed c ro sse  i s  o b v io u s ly  i n  d e s p e r a t e  n ee d  o f  a s s i s t a n c e ,  and 
t h i s  i s  d e l i v e r e d  i n  t h e  form  o f  U n a 's  e x h o r t a t i o n  to  "Add 
f a i t h  v n to  . . . [ h i s ]  f o r c e "  ( i ,  1 9 ) .  Only when i n s p i r e d  
by t h i s  c a l l  to  f a i t h  does th e  k n ig h t  manage to  b r e a k  f r e e  
o f  th e  m o n s t e r 's  s t r a n g l e h o l d  and e v e n t u a l l y  p r e v a i l  by
g
Rosamund Tuve, A l l e g o r i c a l  Im agery : Some M ed iev a l Books 
and T h e i r  P o s t e r i t y  ( P r in c e to n ,  N . J . :  P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  
P r e s s , 196 6 ) , p . 125.
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decapitating the creature. Again, Redcrosse's ineffective­
ness against Orgoglio (vii, 7-14) is clearly symptomatic of 
his moral deterioration, and his ignominious defeat at the 
hands of the giant reveals the utter helplessness of one who 
has estranged himself from his faith. There is nothing even 
remotely heroic about the figure of Redcrosse as he faces 
the mighty giant. He is a man without armour or shield
Who haplesse, and eke hopelesse, all in vaine 
Did to him pace, sad battaile to darrayne,
Disarmd, disgrast, and inwardly dismayde,
And eke so faint in euery ioynt and vaine,
That scarsely could he weeld his bootlesse single blade.
(vii, 11)
The most telling aspect of this conflict is the fact that
the knight is overcome not by an actual blow from Orgoglio
but by the mere rush of wind that is'generated by the thrust:
Yet so exceeding was the villeins powre,
That with the wind it did him ouerthrow,
And all his sences stound, that still he lay full low.
(vii, 12)
Redcrosse is incapable of presenting even a token resistance 
to the giant's assault and is quickly defeated. The fight 
is over indeed almost as soon as it begins, and the course 
of this entire confrontation is encompassed within a single 
stanza (12) .
Faith in God, then, obviously strengthens the human 
against the onslaught of the enemy but, as Spenser goes on 
to explicate in the next monster-fight, faith alone cannot 
prevent the miles Christi from succumbing to the force
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of e v i l .  The A r th u r - O r g o g l io  c o n f l i c t  ( v i i i ,  2 - 2 4 ) ,  w hich  
d e f in e s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  v i r t u e  e x t o l l e d  i n  Book One, 
e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  u t t e r  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  r e l i a n c e  upon God by 
showing t h a t  n o t  even t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  h e ro e s  and w o r t h i e s t  
o f  men can  p r e v a i l  i n  b a t t l e  w i th o u t  t h e  a c t i v e  w o rk in g  o f  
God’ s g r a c e .  A r t h u r ' s  s t a t u r e  as  th e  p r e - e m in e n t  k n ig h t  i n  
th e  S p e n s e r ia n  w o r ld  i s  i n d i s p u t a b l e .  S p e n se r  h im s e l f  i n ­
forms us  i n  t h e  L e t t e r  to  R a le ig h  t h a t  th e  P r in c e  i s  p r e s e n t e d  
as " t h e  image o f  a b r a v e  k n i g h t ,  p e r f e c t e d  i n  t h e  tw e lv e  
p r i v a t e  m o r a l l  v e r t u e s . "  A r t h u r ' s  wondrous s h i e l d  made o f  
"Diamond p e r f e c t  p u re  and c l e e n e "  ( v i i ,  33) i s  e x p l i c i t l y  
em blem atic  o f  h i s  p e r f e c t  f a i t h  i n  God. I t  i s  so h a r d  t h a t  
n o th in g  can  p i e r c e  o r  damage i t ,  and so d a z z l i n g l y  b r i g h t  
when u n c o v e re d  t h a t  w i th  i t  "m o n s te rs  huge he w ould  d ism ay , / 
Or d a u n t  v n e q u a l l  a rm ie s  o f  h i s  f o e s "  ( v i i ,  3 4 ) .  S i g n i f i ­
c a n t l y  enough, how ever, p o s s e s s i o n  o f  t h e  s h i e l d  does n o t  i n  
i t s e l f  e n s u re  A r t h u r ' s  v i c t o r y  i n  t h e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  O rg o g l io .  
Nor in d e e d  i s  i t  t h e  P r in c e  who a c t i v a t e s  and d i r e c t s  t h e  
power o f  t h i s  f o rm id a b le  weapon a g a i n s t  th e  o p p o s i t i o n .
Though A r th u r  d o m in a te s  i n  th e  i n i t i a l  s t a g e  o f  th e  b a t t l e ,  
h i s  c o n t r o l  o f  th e  s i t u a t i o n  s l i p s  when D u e s s a 's  d r a c o n ic  
s t e e d ,  t h e  " d r e a d f u l  B e a s t  w i th  s e u e n f o ld  head"  ( v i i ,  1 8 ) ,  
e n t e r s  th e  f r a y  and ta k e s  i t s  s t a n c e  a t  O r g o g l i o 's  s i d e .  
D e s p i te  h i s  p row ess  and s k i l l ,  A r th u r  c a n n o t  c r u s h  t h i s  
c o n c e r te d  a t t a c k  and  i s  o v e r s e t  by th e  g i a n t ' s  m ig h ty  blow  
( v i i i ,  1 8 ) .  I t  i s  t h e  i n v i n c i b l e  power o f  th e  s h i e l d ,  now 
o p p o r tu n e ly  g o in g  i n t o  e f f e c t ,  t h a t  o f  i t s e l f  s a v e s  th e
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champion from  c e r t a i n  d e a th  by d e c im a t in g  th e  f o r c e  o f  t h e  
enemy. Even as  A r th u r  f a l l s ,  t h e  s h i e l d  l o s e s  i t s  c o v e r in g  
"by chaunce"  ( v i i i ,  1 9 - -e m p h a s is  m in e ) ,  and  i t s  " b l a z in g  
b r i g h t n e s s e "  ( v i i i ,  19) i s  such  t h a t  th e  d rag o n  tu m b les  down 
im m e d ia te ly  o n to  t h e  b a t t l e f i e l d  and  " s e e m 'd  h im s e l f e  as  
con q u e red  to  y i e l d "  ( v i i i ,  2 0 ) .  O rg o g l io ,  who h as  a l r e a d y  
r a i s e d  h i s  c lu b  to  s t r i k e  t h e  d e a t h - d e a l i n g  b low  upon th e  
f a l l e n  cham pion, i s  c o n s t r a i n e d  from  f o l lo w in g  th ro u g h  w i th  
th e  a c t i o n :
He downe l e t  f a l l  h i s  arm e, and  s o f t  w ith d re w  
H is weapon huge , t h a t  h ea u ed  was on hye 
F o r  to  h aue  s l a i n e  th e  man, t h a t  on th e  g ro u n d  d id  l y e .
( v i i i ,  19)
For a l l  i n t e n t s  and p u r p o s e s ,  th e  b a t t l e  i s  r e s o l v e d  by th e  
f o r t u i t o u s  w o rk in g  o f  d i v in e  g r a c e  w h ich  c a u s e s  th e  s h i e l d ' s  
u n v e i l i n g ,  by t h e  d i v i n e  power w h ich  o p e r a t e s  th ro u g h  th e  
weapon to  e l i m i n a t e  t h e  d rag o n  and r e d u c e  th e  g i a n t  to  a 
h e l p l e s s  h u lk  w i th  "no powre to  h u r t ,  n o r  to  d e fe n d "  ( v i i i ,
2 1 ) .  The a c t i o n  makes p l a i n  t h a t  th e  v i c t o r y  i s  a t t r i b u t a b l e  
to  a f o r c e  o t h e r  th a n  t h a t  o f  th e  cham pion, a f o r c e  t h a t  o f  
i t s e l f  v a n q u is h e s  t h e  enemy even  as  t h e  k n ig h t  l i e s  on th e  
ground  i n  a p p a r e n t  d e f e a t .
The s l a y i n g  o f  t h e  m ig h ty  Dragon ( x i ,  15 -55) t h a t  
marks t h e  t r iu m p h a n t  c o n c lu s io n  o f  R e d c r o s s e 's  a c t i v e  m o ra l  
c a r e e r  i n  Book One i s  a g a in  o c c a s io n e d  e x p l i c i t l y  by f o r t u ­
n a t e  h a p p e n s ta n c e ,  by  G od 's  g r a c e  r a t h e r  th a n  th e  h e r o ' s  own 
s t r e n g t h  o r  m e r i t .  P e r f e c t e d  i n  f a i t h  a t  t h e  House o f  
H o l in e s s  (C anto  X ) , t h e  k n ig h t  i s  now d i s t i n c t l y  " t h e  man
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o f  God" ( x i ,  7 ) ,  and  a t  t h e  s t a r t  o f  th e  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  he i s  
a t r u l y  h e r o i c  f i g u r e  i n  h i s  " g l i s t r i n g  arm es , t h a t  h ea u en  
w i th  l i g h t  d id  f i l l "  ( x i ,  4 ) .  R e d c r o s s e 's  d i s p l a y  o f  co u ra g e  
and m a r t i a l  p row ess  on th e  f i r s t  day o f  t h i s  lo n g -d ra w n  
b a t t l e  p r o v id e s  a d i r e c t  c o n t r a s t  to  h i s  w eakness  and  i n ­
e f f e c t i v e n e s s  a g a i n s t  O rg o g l io .  Though c o m p le te ly  d w arfed  
by t h i s  m ost fe a rso m e  o f  a d v e r s a r i e s ,  whose enormous s i z e  
and awesome power a r e  d e s c r ib e d  i n  h a i r - r a i s i n g  d e t a i l  ( x i ,  
8 -1 5 ) ,  R e d c ro sse  n o n e t h e l e s s  s t a n d s  h i s  g ro u n d  w i th  f i r m  
i n t e n t  and w ie ld s  h i s  b l a d e  w i th  " r i g o r o u s  m ig h t"  ( x i ,  1 6 ) .
He s t r i k e s  b low s " so  f u r i o u s  and so f e l l ,  /  T h a t n o th in g  
seemd th e  p u i s s a n c e  c o u ld  w i th s t a n d "  ( x i ,  2 4 ) .  Though th e  
k n i g h t ' s  t h r u s t s  bounce h a r m le s s ly  o f f  t h e  c r e a t u r e ' s  im pene­
t r a b l e  h id e ,  th e  Dragon i s  f u l l y  aw are o f  h i s  o p p o n e n t 's  
e x t r a o r d i n a r y  s t r e n g t h :
F or n e u e r  f e l t  h i s  im p e rc e a b le  b r e s t  
So w ondrous f o r c e ,  from  hand o f  l i u i n g  w ig h t ;
Yet had  he p r o u 'd  th e  powre o f  many a p u i s s a n t  k n i g h t .
( x i ,  17)
R e d c r o s s e 's  p e r fo rm a n c e ,  tho u g h  m a g n i f i c e n t ,  i s  o b v io u s ly  
in a d e q u a te  i n  i t s e l f  to  d e s t r o y  t h i s  " h e l l - b r e d  b e a s t "  ( x i ,  
4 0 ) ,  and th e  e x t e n t  o f  th e  h e r o ' s  p e r s o n a l  a b i l i t y  i s  i n d i ­
c a te d  by th e  s i n g l e  wound i n f l i c t e d  upon th e  c r e a t u r e ' s  
m a ss iv e  wing b e f o r e  he  i s  h im s e l f  o v e r s e t  by a s e a r i n g  b l a s t  
o f  f lam e .
I t  i s  c l e a r l y  th e  A lm igh ty  God who empowers R e d c ro sse  
to  c o n t in u e  th e  f i g h t  and e v e n t u a l l y  d e f e a t  t h e  m ig h ty  Dragon. 
J u s t  as  A r t h u r ' s  s h i e l d  i s  u n c o v e re d  "by ch au n ce"  a t  an
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e x t re m e ly  c r u c i a l  moment i n  h i s  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  O rg o g l io ,  so 
we se e  R e d c ro s se  b e in g  sa v e d  from  d e a th  by f o r t u i t o u s  h ap p en ­
s t a n c e  a t  two s i g n i f i c a n t  p o i n t s  i n  th e  a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  th e  
Dragon. H ere ,  how ever, S p e n se r  makes p l a i n  t h a t  t h e  f o r c e  
w hich d i r e c t s  t h e s e  o c c u r r e n c e s  i s  t h a t  o f  God, " e t e r n a l l  
God t h a t  chaunce  d id  g u id e 11 ( x i ,  4 5 ) .  When R e d c ro s se  f a l l s  
i n  d e f e a t  a t  t h e  end  o f  t h e  f i r s t  d a y 's  f i g h t i n g ,  he happens 
to  f a l l  i n t o  " th e  s a c r e d  w aues" o f  th e  W ell o f  L i f e  ( x i ,  29) 
whence he r i s e s  on th e  morrow a s  "new -b o rn e"  ( x i ,  34) to  
renew th e  a s s a u l t  w i th  th e  i n c r e a s e d  v ig o u r  o f  " h i s  b a p t i z e d  
h ands"  ( x i ,  3 6 ) .  D uring  th e  seco n d  day o f  b a t t l e ,  R e d c ro s se  
p e rfo rm s  t r u l y  p r o d ig io u s  f e a t s  o f  s t r e n g t h  and e n d u ra n c e ,  
b u t  rem a in s  y e t  in c a p a b le  o f  q u e l l i n g  th e  D ra g o n 's  v i c i o u s  
m ig h t .  At t h e  c l o s e  o f  t h e  day , i t  i s  t h e  m o n s t e r - - a l b e i t  
b a d ly  m u t i l a t e d - - t h a t  s t i l l  p r e v a i l s .  T h is  t im e ,  R e d c ro sse  
" c h a u n s t"  ( x i ,  45) to  f a l l  n e a r  t h e  T re e  o f  L i f e  on g round  
p e rm e a te d  w i th  i t s  " g r a t i o u s  o in tm e n t  . . . w h ich  d id  from  
d e a th  him sa u e "  ( x i ,  4 8 ) .  The " v e r tu o u s  m ig h t"  o f  t h i s  
" p r e t i o u s  Balme" ( x i ,  50) h e a l s  th e  k n ig h t  o f  a l l  " h i s  h u r t s  
and woundes w id e"  ( x i ,  52) and e n a b le s  him to  s p r in g  up 
a g a in  t h e  n e x t  m orn ing  r e a d y  f o r  a c t i o n .  I t  i s  t h i s  a b i l i t y  
o f  th e  h e ro  to  r i s e  ea ch  m orn ing  w i th  "renew ed  m ig h t"  ( x i ,
3 5 ) ,  an  a b i l i t y  bes to w ed  by th e  w ork ing  o f  G od 's  g r a c e ,  t h a t  
f i n a l l y  d a u n ts  t h e  D ragon. When th e  m o n s te r  s e e s  t h i s  o c c u r  
f o r  th e  second  t im e ,  he "woxe d ism ayed , and  gan  h i s  f a t e  to  
f e a r e "  ( x i ,  5 2 ) .  And h i s  f e a r s  a r e  w e l l  j u s t i f i e d  on th e
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t h i r d  day o f  t h i s  p r o lo n g e d  c o n f l i c t .  On t h i s  f i n a l  day o f  
b a t t l e ,  th e  Dragon h a s  no o p p o r tu n i ty  to  h u r t  R e d c ro sse  i n  
any way. As th e  m o n s te r  r u s h e s  fo rw a rd  to  sw allow  th e  h e r o ,  
R e d c r o s s e 's  sword e n t e r s  t h e  c r e a t u r e ' s  open mouth and so 
"deepe  em p e rs t  h i s  darksom e h o l lo w  maw" ( x i ,  53) t h a t  th e  
Dragon im m e d ia te ly  f a l l s  dead upon th e  b a t t l e f i e l d .
I t  i s  i n f o r m a t i v e  to  n o t e  t h a t  i n  t h i s  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  
th e  h e r o ' s  sword t a k e s  on an i n c r e a s i n g l y  dynamic f u n c t i o n  
in  th e  a c t i o n  and u l t i m a t e l y  a p p e a rs  to  o p e r a t e  on i t s  own 
to  s l a y  th e  Dragon i n  a manner s t r o n g l y  r e m i n i s c e n t  o f  A r t h u r ' s  
s h i e l d .  The i n c r e a s e d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  t h e  " b r i g h t  deaw- 
b u m in g  b la d e "  ( x i ,  35) on th e  seco n d  day a f t e r  i t s  im m ersion  
in  t h e  " h o ly  w a te r  dew" o f  th e  W ell o f  L i f e  ( x i ,  36) becomes 
in d e e d  a d i r e c t  e x t e n s i o n  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  s i m i l a r l y  i n c r e a s e d  
p h y s i c a l  f o r c e .  Imbued as  th e y  a r e  w i th  th e  d iv in e  power o f  
God, b o th  h e ro  and weapon become as  one i n  w ork ing  to  avenge 
th e  p r e v io u s  d a y 's  d e f e a t .  R e d c r o s s e 's  d e s i r e  f o r  r e v e n g e  
i s  ta k e n  up by " th e  r e u e n g in g  s t e e l e "  ( x i ,  36) w hich  i n f l i c t s  
"a yawning wound" ( x i ,  35) upon th e  D ra g o n 's  s k u l l ;  th e  
k n i g h t ' s  p a i n  and " w ra th "  ( x i ,  39) a t  th e  " m o r t a l l  s t i n g "  
embedded i n  h i s  s h o u ld e r  ( x i ,  38) i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  " h i s  
r a g in g  b la d e "  w h ich  h ack s  o f f  a l a r g e  p a r t  o f  th e  m o n s t e r 's  
t a i l  ( x i ,  3 9 ) ;  and when i t  seems t h a t  n o th in g  can  lo o s e n  
th e  D ra g o n 's  g r i p  on R e d c r o s s e 's  s h i e l d ,  th e  h e ro  c a l l s  h i s  
" t r u s t i e  sword . . .  to  h i s  l a s t  a i d "  ( x i ,  42) and s e v e r s  
one o f  th e  c r e a t u r e ' s  paws w i th  " t h e  lu c k y  s t e e l e "  ( x i ,  4 3 ) .
On th e  t h i r d  day , how ever, t h e r e  i s  no a c t u a l  p h y s i c a l
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f i g h t i n g  b e tw een  h e ro  and m o n s te r .  Even a s  th e  Dragon r u s h e s  
upon R e d c ro s se ,  h i s  m outh " g a p in g  w ide  . . . a t t o n c e  him to  
have sw allow d q u ig h t "  ( x i ,  5 3 ) ,  th e  m o n s te r  comes to  h i s  
w e l l - d e s e r v e d  end:
The weapon b r i g h t  
T ak ing  a d u a n ta g e  o f  h i s  open iaw ,
Ran th ro u g h  h i s  m outh w i th  so  im p o r tu n e  m ig h t ,
T h a t deepe em p e rs t  h i s  darksom e h o l lo w  maw,
And b ack  r e t y r d ,  h i s  l i f e  b lo u d  f o r t h  w i th  a l l  d id  draw .
( x i ,  53)
L ike  A r t h u r ' s  s h i e l d ,  t h e  sword h e r e  o f  i t s e l f  a p p e a r s  to  
ta k e  o v e r  th e  a c t i o n  and , th o u g h  w ie ld e d  by R e d c ro s s e ,  seems 
to  o p e r a t e  o f  i t s  own v o l i t i o n  to  draw th e  c o n f l i c t  to  a c l o s e .
S p e n se r  in d e e d  le a v e s  us i n  no d o u b t’ as  to  t h e  s i g n i ­
f i c a n t l y  a c t i v e  r o l e  o f  G od 's  g r a c e  i n  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  l i f e
b u t ,  as  P a u l  A lp e rs  p o i n t s  o u t ,  h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e  on th e  su b ­
j e c t  o f  human s t r e n g t h  and  human a b i l i t y  i s  n o t  a s  i n t r a n s ­
i g e n t  as  i t  may a t  t im e s  a p p e a r . I n  th e  o p en in g  s t a n z a  
o f  Canto X, S p en se r  h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  p a t e n t  i n c a p a c i t y  o f  man
to  do good o f  h i s  own v o l i t i o n  and overcom e h i s  enem ies by
v i r t u e  o f  h i s  o wn  m e r i t :
What man i s  h e ,  t h a t  b o a s t s  o f  f l e s h l y  m ig h t ,
And v a i n e  a s s u r a n c e  o f  m o r t a l i t y ,
Which a l l  so  so o n e , a s  i t  d o th  come to  f i g h t ,
A g a in s t  s p i r i t u a l l  f o e s ,  y e e ld s  by and by ,
Or from  th e  f i e l d  m ost co w ard ly  d o th  f l y ?
Ne l e t  t h e  man a s c r i b e  i t  to  h i s  s k i l l ,
T h a t th o ro u g h  g r a c e  h a t h  g a in e d  v i c t o r y .
I f  any s t r e n g t h  we h a u e ,  i t  i s  to  i l l ,
But a l l  th e  good i s  Gods, b o th  power and eke w i l l .
See th e  c h a p t e r  on "H ero ism  and Human S t r e n g t h  i n  Book I "  
i n  The P o e t r y  o f  "The F a e r i e  Queene" ( P r in c e to n ,  N . J . : P r i n c e -  
to n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 967 ) , pp . 334 -69 .
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The p r im acy  o f  g r a c e  o v e r  t h e  p e r fo rm a n c e  o f  good w orks as  
s t r e s s e d  i n  t h i s  s t a n z a  i s  c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  S p e n s e r ' s  
fu n d a m e n ta l ly  P r o t e s t a n t  v iew  o f  th e  r e l i g i o u s  l i f e . " ^  Con­
t r a r y  to  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  o f  A. S. P. Woodhouse, how ever, t h i s  
d o c t r i n a l  i n s i s t e n c e  on " t h e  b a n k ru p tc y  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l  man
and h i s  u t t e r  dependence  f o r  s p i r i t u a l  v i r t u e  upon th e  g r a c e  
12o f  God" does n o t  e x te n d  to  c o v e r  e v e ry  a c t i o n  i n  t h e  poem.
The p o r t r a i t  o f  S a ty r a n e ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  g iv e s  a  g low ing
a c c o u n t  o f  human n a t u r e  and human c a p a c i t y ,  a s  P a u l  A lp e rs  
13re m a rk s .  S a t y r a n e 's  d e s c e n t  from  t h e  "woody k in d "  o f
s a t y r s  ( v i ,  18) and h i s  c l o s e  k i n s h i p  by b i r t h  and b r e e d in g
w ith  th e  "w oodborne p e o p le "  ( v i ,  16) o f  t h e  " f o r r e s t  w yld"
( v i ,  21) mark him d i s t i n c t l y  as  moving w i t h i n  th e  r e a lm  o f
n a t u r e ,  and y e t  he  i s  p r e s e n t e d  as  " a n o b le  w a r l i k e  k n ig h t "
o f  " w e l l  d e s e r u e d  name" who
had  i n  arm es a b ro a d  wonne m u c h e l l  fam e,
And f i l d  f a r  la n d e s  w i th  g l o r i e  o f  h i s  m ig h t ,  
P l a i n e ,  f a i t h f u l l ,  t r u e ,  and enimy o f  shame,
And e u e r  l o u 'd  to  f i g h t  f o r  L a d ie s  r i g h t ,
But i n  v a i n e  g l o r i o u s  f r a y e s  he l i t l e  d id  d e l i g h t .
( v i ,  20)
V i r g i l  K. W h ita k e r  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  q u e s t io n  o f  S p e n s e r ' s  
e v id e n t  P r o t e s t a n t i s m  m ost f u l l y  i n  h i s  m onograph The R e l i ­
g io u s  B a s is  o f  S p e n s e r ' s  T h o u g h t ( S ta n fo r d ,  C a l i f . : S t a n f o r d  
U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s , 1950).
■ ^"N atu re  and G race  i n  The F a e r i e  Q u een e ,"  ELH, XVI (1 9 4 9 ) ,  
2 0 2 .
] “3
The P o e t r y  o f  "The F a e r i e  Queene" ( P r in c e to n ,  N . J . : 
P r in c e to n  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 6 7 ) ,  p . 335.
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" In  a lm o s t  e v e ry  c a n to  o f  Book I , "  o b s e rv e s  A lp e r s ,  " t h e r e
i s  a c r i t i c i s m  o f  human s t r e n g t h  as i t  i s  e x p re s s e d  by
h ero ism ; y e t  i n  ea ch  o f  th e s e  c a n to s ,  th e  c la im s  and v a lu e s
o f  h e ro ism  a r e  i n  some way r e - e s t a b l i s h e d . "  In  Canto V,
where we f i n d  a condem nation  o f  a l l  p u r e ly  human ach iev em en t
as b e lo n g in g  to  L u c i f e r a ' s  re a lm , we a l s o  se e  R e d c ro s s e ’ s
d e f e a t  o f  S a n s jo y  and h i s  su b se q u e n t  e s ca p e  from th e  House
15o f P r id e  "b e c a u se  o f  h i s  human m o ra l c a p a c i t i e s "  as  r e p r e ­
se n te d  by th e  "wary Dwarfe" (v , 4 5 ) .  In  Canto V II ,  Red­
c r o s s e ’ s p a t h e t i c  s t a n c e  a g a i n s t  O rg o g lio  i s  s e t  a g a i n s t  th e  
g lo r io u s  and h e r o i c  f i g u r e  o f  A r th u r .  A gain , though  Canto X 
opens w i th  an in d ic tm e n t  o f  human s t r e n g t h  and human a b i l i t y ,  
i t  ends w i th  an e x p l i c i t  r e a s s e r t i o n  o f  th e  v a lu e  o f  h e r o i c
k n ig h th o o d  w i th in  th e  w o r ld  (x , 6 3 ) . ^  The "d o u b le  p e r -  
17s p e c t iv e "  m a in ta in e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  as  A lp e rs  a rg u e s ,  
e n a b le s  S p en se r  to  d i s c u s s  m ost f u l l y  th e  " i n h e r e n t l y
“^ P o e t r y  o f  "The F a e r i e  Q ueene,"  p . 339.
^ P o e t ry  o f  "The F a e r i e  Q ueene ,"  p . 247.
1-  6As R onald  H o rto n  o b s e rv e s :  "The v a c i l l a t i o n  o f  Red C ross 
betw een th e  New J e ru s a le m  and C le o p o l i s  i s  n o t  be tw een  d u t i e s  
o r be tw een  f e l i c i t i e s  b u t  be tw een  d u ty  and f e l i c i t y ;  and 
f e l i c i t y ,  i n  th e  words o f  C o n tem p la t io n  h im s e l f ,  m ust g iv e  
way to  d u ty ,  c o n te m p la t io n  to  a c t i o n ,  u n t i l  d u ty  i s  f u l f i l l e d  
and a c t i o n  i s  consummated in  th e  c o m p le t io n  o f  th e  e a r t h l y  
m is s io n .  . . . The p r e s e n c e  o f  e v i l  i n  th e  w o rld  r e q u i r e s  a
l i f e  o f  v i r t u o u s  a c t i o n  i f  th e  enemies o f  v i r t u e  a r e  n o t  to
p r e v a i l "  (The U n ity  o f  "The F a e r i e  Queene" (A thens , Ga.:  
U n iv e r s i t y  o f  G eo rg ia  P r e s s ,  1078), pp . 53, 5 7 ) .
^ Poetry of "The Faerie Queene," p. 337.
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18p r o b le m a t i c ” n a t u r e  o f  human s t r e n g t h ,  and i n d i c a t e s  h i s  
aw aren ess  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  th ough  " n a t u r a l  s t r e n g t h s  by them ­
s e lv e s  seem i n s u f f i c i e n t  and p o t e n t i a l l y  d i s a s t r o u s  . . . y e t
th e y  a l s o  seem to  b e  e s s e n t i a l  s o u rc e s  o f  s p i r i t u a l  en e rg y
19and m o ra l  v a l u e . '
The H e ro ic  P l o t ,  how ever, c a n n o t  s u p p o r t  a d e f i n i t i o n
o f  h e ro is m  t h a t  d e p r e c i a t e s  i n d i v i d u a l  a c h ie v e m e n t .  I t  c a n n o t
m a in ta in  t h e  e s s e n t i a l l y  dynamic n a t u r e  o f  th e  o n e - to - o n e
combat and s im u l t a n e o u s ly  e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  th e  t a s k  a t  hand  i s
beyond th e  h e r o ' s  c a p a c i t y  to  a c c o m p l is h .  T h is  f a c t  becomes
s t r i k i n g l y  e v i d e n t  i n  th e  A r th u r - O rg o g l io  c o n f l i c t ,  i n  w h ich
th e  r e l i g i o u s  b a s i s  o f  S p e n s e r ' s  th o u g h t  i s  to o  c l e a r l y
d e f in e d  to  a l lo w  any a m b ig u i ty  o f  th e  k in d  d i s c u s s e d  by 
20A l p e r s . And i t  i s  t h e  power and g lo r y  o f  God t h a t  i s  
e x a l t e d  i n  t h i s  b a t t l e  r a t h e r  th a n  any s t r e n g t h  a t t r i b u t a b l e  
to  th e  P r i n c e .  The cham pion i s  h e r e  r e d u c e d  a lm o s t  to  th e  
l e v e l  o f  an  o b s e r v e r  a s  a f o r c e  above and beyond h i s  c o n t r o l  
t a k e s  o v e r  and o p e r a t e s / f i g h t s  on h i s  b e h a l f  to  draw th e  
c o n f l i c t  t o  a c l o s e .  B eow ulf, e x h a u s te d  as  he i s  when he 
s tu m b le s  and f a l l s  i n  t h e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  t h e  Dam, m ust y e t  
d red g e  up th e  u l t i m a t e  r e s e r v e s  o f  h i s  s t r e n g t h  and s p i r i t
1 R P o e t r y  o f  "The F a e r i e  Q u een e ,"  p . 361.
^ P o e t r y  o f  "The F a e r i e  Q u een e ,"  p . 361.
20 S i g n i f i c a n t l y  enough, th e  A r th u r - O rg o g l io  b a t t l e  i s  th e  
o n ly  one w h ich  A lp e r s  does n o t  d e a l  w i th  a t  a l l  i n  h i s  d i s ­
c u s s io n  o f  h e ro is m  and human s t r e n g t h .
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to  r i s e  to  h i s  f e e t  a g a in ,  g r a s p  t h e  huge and u n f a m i l i a r  
e a ld s w e o r d , and w ie l d  i t  so a s  to  d e c a p i t a t e  t h e  m o n s te r .
H ere , i t  i s  th e  i n t r i n s i c  power o f  t h e  s h i e l d  t h a t  o p e r a t e s  
d i r e c t l y  t o  v a n q u is h  t h e  enemy. A l l  t h a t  i s  r e q u i r e d  o f  
A r th u r  i s  to  s p r in g  to  h i s  f e e t  and d e l i v e r  th e  coup de g r a c e  
w ith  h i s  sw ord. The d e c a p i t a t i o n  o f  O rg o g l io  comes in d e e d  as  
an a n t i c l i m a x ,  f o r  t h e  f i g h t  i s  r e s o l v e d  even a s  th e  champion 
h im s e l f  l i e s  h o r s  de co m b a t. The b a t t l e  i s  o b v io u s ly  d e s ig n e d  
to  e x p l i c a t e  th e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  m o ra l  a l l e g o r y  w orked o u t  i n  
th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  and t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  s a g s  u n d e r  t h e  s t r a i n .
W ith th e  S p e n s e r ia n  m e tam o rp h o sis  in  th e  i d e a l  o f  
h e ro ism , we have  r e a c h e d  th e  l i m i t s  o f  w hat t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  
can b e a r .  The fo c u s  s h i f t s  from  an e x a l t a t i o n  o f  th e  h e ro  to  
an e x a l t a t i o n  o f  t h e  P rim e Mover and  S ource  whence comes th e  
a i d  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  to  t h e  h e ro  in  t h e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  t h e  Enemy. 
The R e d c ro sse -D ra g o n  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  shows c l e a r l y  t h a t  th e  
p a rad o x  w hich  makes f o r  good m o ra l a l l e g o r y - - a n  u n d e f e a t a b l e  
a d v e r s a r y  b e in g  overcom e by a h e ro  p a t e n t l y  much w eaker i n  
s t r e n g t h  and l e s s  p o w e r fu l  i n  a c t i o n - - d o e s  n o t  le n d  i t s e l f  
to  a d i r e c t  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  in  te rm s  o f  a c t u a l  p h y s i c a l  co n ­
f l i c t .  The a n t a g o n i s t s  h e r e  a r e  to o  u n e v e n ly  m a tched  f o r  
th e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  b a t t l e  and  i t s  r e s o l u t i o n  to  be c o n ta in e d  
w i th in  th e  bounds o f  o n e - to - o n e  com bat. In  l i g h t  o f  th e  
D ra g o n 's  m o u n ta in o u s  s i z e  and  t r u l y  fea rso m e  m ig h t ,  i t  i s  
i n c o n c e iv a b le  t h a t  R e d c ro sse  sh o u ld  be a b l e  to  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  
t h i s  c r e a t u r e  i n c e s s a n t l y  f o r  o v e r  two d a y s ,  l e t  a lo n e  s l a y  
th e  m o n s te r  i n  s i n g l e  com bat. I t  i s  h a r d  to  a c c e p t ,  m oreover
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t h a t  t h e  same k n i g h t  who e x t r i c a t e s  h im s e l f  from  th e  c l u t c h e s  
o f  th e  s e r p e n t  o n ly  w i th  th e  g r e a t e s t  o f  d i f f i c u l t y ,  who 
succumbs ig n o m in io u s ly  to  th e  g i a n t  and c a n n o t  f r e e  h im s e l f  
from bondage , p r e v a i l s  o v e r  t h i s  m ost d an g e ro u s  and d e a d ly  
o f  m o n s te r s  w i th o u t  e v e r  sh e d d in g  a drop  o f  b lo o d  o r  s u s t a i n ­
in g  a  s i n g l e  l a s t i n g  p h y s i c a l  i n j u r y .  The c r u c i a l  n a t u r e  o f  
th e  a i d  r e n d e r e d  by God i s  h e r e  a g a in ,  a s  i n  th e  A r th u r -  
O rg o g l io  c o n f l i c t ,  to o  p r e c i s e l y  d e f in e d  to w ard s  a l l e g o r i c a l  
e f f e c t  f o r  t h e  a c t i o n  to  m a in t a in  i t s  dynamism on th e  l i t e r a l ,  
p h y s i c a l  l e v e l .
The Redcrosse-Dragon b a t t l e  i s  p l a i n l y  a  d r a m a t i z a t i o n
21o f  th e  p r o c e s s  by w hich  th e  human a t t a i n s  m o ra l v i r t u e .
The W ell o f  L i f e  and  th e  T re e  o f  L i f e ,  w hich  p la y  a  c r u c i a l  
r o l e  i n  t h e  d e f e a t  o f  th e  D ragon, d i s t i n c t l y  image th e  s a c r a ­
ments o f  B ap tism  and  th e  E u c h a r i s t  w hich  c l e a n s e  t h e  human 
o f  s i n  and empower him  to  n u l l i f y  and d e s t r o y  th e  h o ld  o f  
S a ta n .  The f i n a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  th u s  r e c a p i t u l a t e s  th e  a c t i o n  
o f  t h e  e n t i r e  n a r r a t i v e .  The f i r s t  day o f  th e  c o n f l i c t ,  as  
Mark Rose o b s e r v e s ,  i s  "an  e x te n d e d  a l l u s i o n  to  t h e  K n i g h t ' s  
a d v e n tu re s  th ro u g h  c a n to  IX, t h a t  i s ,  t o  t h e  p e r i o d  b e f o r e
22h i s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  to  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i n  t h e  House o f  H o l i n e s s ; "
21 See C a ro l  V. K aske, "The D ra g o n 's  S park  and S t in g  and th e  
S t r u c t u r e  o f  Red C r o s s ' s  Dragon F i g h t :  The F a e r i e  Queene, I .  
x i - x i i , " SP, LXVI (1 9 6 9 ) ,  609-38 .
22 S p e n s e r 's  A r t :  A Companion to  Book One o f  "The F a e r i e  
QueeniP1 (C am b rid g e , M ass . :  H a rv a rd  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 975 ) , 
p;. 136.
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the second day suggests that "even a Christian falls repeat­
edly in the struggle against Satan and, to preserve life,
23more than baptism into the faith is required;" while on the 
third day, Redcrosse definitively "ceases to be a questing 
soul and becomes the perfected knight, becomes, in other
r\ /
words, an image of Christ himself triumphing over Satan."
There can be little doubt, then, that the action of
Book One develops our perspective of the hero as the miles
Christi. This view is established at the very start of
the poem, where the emphasis remains pointedly on the arms
borne by Redcrosse rather than his personal appearance or
physical might. It is no accident that Redcrosse's "mightie
armes and siluer shielde" (i, 1) are emblazoned with the sign
of the Cross:
But on his brest a bloudie Crosse he bore,
The deare remembrance of his dying Lord,
For whose sweete sake that glorious badge he wore, 
And dead as liuing euer him ador'd:
Vpon his shield the like was also scor'd,
For soueraine hope, which in his helpe he had.
(i, 2)
For this armour is that which every Christian bears and with 
the aid of which alone he "may be able to stand against the 
wiles of the devil" (Ephesians VI). It is indeed only when 
armed with true faith and steadfast belief in the Lord that 
human beings can overcome the power of Satan. Spenser
^Rose, p. 143. 
^Rose, p. 144.
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e x p l i c a t e s  t h i s  id e a  i n  t h e  L e t t e r  to  R a le ig h  when he  s t r e s s e s  
th e  f a c t  t h a t  th o u g h  R e d c ro s se  " e a r n e s t l y  im p o r tu n e d  h i s  
d e s i r e "  to  u n d e r ta k e  th e  q u e s t  o f  s l a y i n g  th e  D ragon, " t h e  
Lady [Una] t o l d  him t h a t  v n l e s s e  t h a t  arm our w h ich  sh e  
b ro u g h t ,  w ould  s e r u e  him . . .  he c o u ld  n o t  su c c e e d  i n  t h a t  
e n t e r p r i s e . "  I t  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  a g a in ,  t h a t  o n ly  when armed 
i s  R e d c r o s s e 's  p o t e n t i a l  v i s i b l e  to  a l l ;  o n ly  th e n  i s  th e  
" c lo w n ish e  younge man" t r a n s f o r m e d  i n t o  one who "seem ed th e  
g o o d l i e s t  man i n  a l  t h a t  company" a t  th e  c o u r t  o f  th e  F a e ry  
Queen.
As i n  S i r  G aw ain, th e n ,  th e  emblem on th e  h e r o ' s  
m a r t i a l  equ ipm en t d e n o te s  t h e  m o ra l  i d e a l  by w h ich  he  l i v e s  
and w hich  he s t r i v e s  to  i n c o p o r a t e  i n  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  and a c t i o n s . 
In  G aw ain 's  c a s e ,  how ever, t h e  " p e n ta n g e l"  i s  sy m b o lic  o f  th e  
m ora l s t a t u r e  a t t a i n e d  by th e  h e ro  even b e f o r e  he  s e t s  o f f  i n  
q u e s t  o f  t h e  G reen K n ig h t .  R e d c ro s s e ,  on th e  o t h e r  h an d , 
though  " f a i t h f u l l  t r u e  . . .  i n  deede  and word" ( i ,  2 ) ,  i s  
an unknown q u a n t i t y  b o th  to  h im s e l f  and to  us  a s  he  b e g in s  
h i s  j o u r n e y ,  f o r  "arm es t i l l  t h a t  t im e  d id  he  n e u e r  w ie ld "
( i ,  1 ) .  U n lik e  Gawain o r  B eow ulf, who have  a l r e a d y  p ro v e d  
t h e i r  h e r o i c  w o r th  b e f o r e  t h e  a c t i o n  b e g i n s ,  R e d c ro s se  has  
y e t  to  d i s t i n g u i s h  h im s e l f  i n  any way. Once a c c o u t r e d  i n  h i s  
new arm our, how ever, R e d c ro sse  i s  a  d a u n t in g  f i g u r e  and  lo o k s  
a m ost w o rth y  cham pion " f o r  k n i g h t l y  g i u s t s  and f i e r c e  
e n c o u n te r s  f i t t "  ( i ,  1 ) .  He a l s o  p o s s e s s e s  th e  i n n e r  q u a l i ­
t i e s  and m o t i v a t i n g  d r iv e  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r o .  R e d c r o s s e 's  
co u rag e  and d e t e r m in a t io n  a r e  such  t h a t  he  f e a r s  n o th in g  b u t
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rather "euer was ydrad" (i,2), and he is bent upon winning
honour from the "great aduenture" on which he is bound by
defeating the mighty Dragon:
And euer as he rode, his hart did earne 
To proue his puissance in battell braue 
' Vpon his foe, and his new force to learne;
Vpon his foe, a Dragon horrible and stearne.
(i, 3)
Redcrosse's stature as the "unproued knight" (vii, 47) 
who must yet struggle to attain moral perfection is brought 
home when we look at the manner in which the figure of Arthur 
is presented in the action (vii, 29-36). Like Redcrosse, 
Arthur is described mainly in terms of his warlike accoutre­
ments. The impression created here, however, is one of 
dazzling splendour rather than functional serviceability. 
Whereas Redcrosse figures the Everychristian, Arthur is the 
"Champion" (viii, 38) who images the standard of perfection 
extolled in the narrative. His "glitterand armour shined 
farre away;" his "bauldrick braue" shines with the gleaming 
radiance of the "stons most pretious rare" embedded therein; 
his "mortall blade" is clasped in an "yuory sheath" with 
hilts of "burnisht gold, and handle strong / Of mother 
pearle;" his "haughtie helmet" is "horrid all with gold;" 
and his shield is made of a single enormous diamond so 
bright that it cannot by "mortall eye be euer seene."
Arthur's equipment, moreover, is as effective in action as 
it is splendid in appearance. His armour explicitly covers 
him from "top to toe" so that no "deadly dint of steele [him]
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endanger m ay ;"  h i s  h e lm e t  b o th  " g l o r i o u s  b r i g h t n e s s e ,  and 
g r e a t  t e r r o u r  b r e d , "  f o r  t h e  h id e o u s  d rag o n  em blazoned  
th e re o n  s t r i k e s  " s u d d e in e  h o r r o r  to  f a i n t  h a r t s ; "  w h i le  h i s  
s h i e l d  i s  a t r u l y  f o rm id a b le  weapon and an  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  
a d ju n c t  to  t h e  ch a m p io n 's  m ig h t  i n  r o u t i n g  "m o n s te rs  huge" 
and " v n e q u a l l  a rm ie s  o f  h i s  f o e s "  ( v i i ,  3 4 ) .  U n l ik e  Red- 
c r o s s e ' s  " s i l u e r  s h i e l d e "  w h ich  d i s p l a y s  th e  " c r u e l l  m arkes 
o f  many a  b lo u d ie  f i e l d e "  ( i ,  1 ) ,  A r t h u r ' s  s h i e l d  i s  n o t  
made o f  any  " e a r t h l y  m e t t a l "  n o r  can  i t  be damaged i n  any way, 
f o r
a l l  o f  Diamond p e r f e c t  p u re  and  c l e e n e  
I t  f ram ed  w as, one m a s s ie  e n t i r e  m ould ,
Hewen o u t  o f  Adamant ro c k e  w i th  e n g in e s  k e e n e ,
T h a t  p o i n t  o f  s p e a r e  i t  n e u e r  p e r c e n  c o u ld ,
Ne d i n t  o f  d i r e f u l l  sword d i u i d e  th e  s u b s t a n c e  w ould .
( v i i ,  33)
A gain , w here  R e d c ro s s e  i s  s e d u ced  by A rc h im a g o 's  m agic w i l e s  
and re m a in s  i n c a p a b l e  o f  s e e in g  th ro u g h  D u e s s a 's  f a l s e  e x t e ­
r i o r  to  th e  h id e o u s  h o r r o r  b e n e a th ,  t h e  " n o b le  P e re "  ( v i i i ,
38) i s  p r o o f  a g a i n s t  a l l  c o r r u p t i o n  by v i r t u e  o f  h i s  s h i e l d :
No m ag icke  a r t s  h e r e o f  had  any m ig h t ,
Nor b lo u d ie  w ordes o f  b o ld  E n c h a u n te r s  c a l l ,
But a l l  t h a t  was n o t  su c h ,  as  seemd i n  s i g h t ,
B e fo re  t h a t  s h i e l d  d id  f a d e ,  and s u d d e in e  f a l l .
( v i i ,  35)
The c o r r e l a t i o n  b e tw een  th e  arms and th e  man i s  in d e e d  c a r e ­
f u l l y  b ro u g h t  o u t  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  th ro u g h  th e  c o n t r a s t  i n  
th e  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  eq u ipm en t b o rn e  by R e d c ro sse  and  A r th u r ,  
a c o n t r a s t  w h ich  c l e a r l y  p r o j e c t s  t h e  q u a l i t a t i v e  d i f f e r e n c e  
in  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  p o s i t i o n s  as  men o f  v i r t u e .
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R e d c ro s se  may be t h e  p r i n c i p a l  f i g u r e  w i th  whom we 
a r e  c o n c e rn e d  i n  Book One, b u t  i t  i s  A r th u r  who i s  t h e  r e a l  
h e ro  o f  The F a e r i e  Q ueene, a s  S p e n se r  e x p l i c a t e s  i n  h i s  L e t t e r  
to  R a l e i g h . I t  i s  A r th u r  who i s  s e t  f o r t h  w i th  d e l i b e r a t e  
i n t e n t  a s  an  "en sam p le"  f o r  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  and e d i f i c a t i o n  o f  
th e  r e a d e r .  I t  i s  A r th u r  who i s  p r e s e n t e d  th ro u g h o u t  th e  
e n t i r e  poem a s  t h e  i d e a l  o f  p e r f e c t  manhood, w o rth y  o f  a d m ir ­
a t i o n  and  e m u la t io n  i n  a l l  h i s  a c t i o n s - - a  c la im  w hich  c a n n o t  
be p u t  f o r t h  f o r  any o t h e r  h e ro  we h av e  s e e n  i n  t h i s  s tu d y  
e x c e p t  B eow ulf. A r th u r  i s ,  l i k e  B eow ulf, th e  image o f  p e r f e c ­
t i o n  and  th e  embodiment o f  a l l  v i r t u e .  As S p e n se r  in fo rm s  us 
in  t h e  L e t t e r , A r th u r  r e p r e s e n t s  " m a g n if ic e n c e  . . . w hich  
v e r t u e  f o r  t h a t  ( a c c o rd in g  to  A r i s t o t l e  and a l l  th e  r e s t ) ,
i t  i s  t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  a l l  t h e  r e s t ,  and  c o n ta y n e th  i n  i t  
25them a l l . "  I n  Book One, th e n ,  we s e e  o n ly  one a s p e c t  o f  
A r t h u r ' s  c h a r a c t e r ,  o n ly  one f a c e t  o f  t h e  many t h a t  i n  t o t a l ­
i t y  c o m p rise  p e r f e c t i o n .  He r e a p p e a r s  a t  c r u c i a l  moments i n  
th e  a c t i o n  o f  ea ch  o f  th e  o t h e r  Books, m a n i f e s t i n g  t h e  same 
p re - e m in e n t  s t a t u r e  b u t  r e v e a l i n g  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  h i s  
c h a r a c t e r ,  su ch  as  h i s  te m p eran c e  (Book I I ) ,  h i s  c h a s t i t y  
(Book I I I ) , h i s  c a p a c i t y  f o r  f r i e n d s h i p  (Book I V ) , h i s  s e n s e  
o f  j u s t i c e  (Book V ) , and h i s  c o u r t e s y  (Book V I ) . The F a e r i e
25F o r  an  e x h a u s t iv e  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  m o ra l  code o f  th e  
E n g l i s h  g e n t le m a n  and  o f  th e  p r e - e m in e n t  p o s i t i o n  a s s ig n e d  
t h e r e i n  to  t h e  v i r t u e  o f  m a g n i f ic e n c e  o r  m a g an im ity ,  s e e  
C h a p te r  V o f  R uth  K e l s o 's  The D o c t r in e  o f  th e  E n g l i s h  
G entlem an i n  th e  S i x t e e n t h  C e n tu ry  (1929; r p t .  G lo u c e s t e r ,  
M ass .:  P e t e r  S m ith , 196 4 ) , p p . 70-110 .
1 9 7
Queene th u s  a p p e a r s  to  be s t r u c t u r e d  a lo n g  l i n e s  s i m i l a r  to  
B eow ulf . L ik e  th e  t h r e e  s u c c e s s iv e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s  o f  B eow ulf, 
each  Book s e r v e s  d i r e c t l y  to  deepen  and s t r e n g t h e n  o u r  v iew  
o f  A r th u r  a s  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  e x a l t e d  i d e a l .
The s t r u c t u r a l  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  th e  
h e ro  i s  n o t  r e a l l y  s u r p r i s i n g .  S p en se r  draws much o f  h i s  
i n s p i r a t i o n  d i r e c t l y  from  th e  C l a s s i c a l  e p i c  t r a d i t i o n  o f  
" th e  a n t i q u e  P o e ts  h i s t o r i c a l l "  (L e t t e r  to  R a le ig h ) , and 
th e  c l o s e  t i e s  b e tw een  th e  C l a s s i c a l  and t h e  Germ anic e p i c  
have a l r e a d y  b een  n o te d  i n  C h a p te r  I .  I n  so f a s h io n i n g  h i s  
poem and th e  f i g u r e  o f  i t s  h e ro  to  i n c u l c a t e  and p r o p a g a te  
v i r t u e ,  how ever, S p e n se r  rem a in s  i n  d i r e c t  l i n e  w i th  contem ­
p o ra ry  s i x t e e n t h  c e n tu r y  p o e t i c  th e o r y .  A cco rd in g  to  S id n ey ,
whose D efence  o f  P o e s ie  p r o v id e d  w hat A. C. H am ilto n  c a l l s
26"a  m a n i f e s to  f o r  t h e  m a jo r  E l i z a b e t h a n  w r i t e r s , "  t h e  s p e c i ­
f i c  and a l l - i m p o r t a n t  f u n c t i o n  o f  p o e t r y  i s  to  i n s p i r e  
v i r t u o u s  a c t i o n  i n  th e  r e a d e r .  The b e s t  means o f  im p lem en t­
ing  t h i s  p u rp o s e ,  S id n ey  a s s e r t s ,  i s  by p r e s e n t i n g  " p e r f e c t  
27p a t t e r n e [ s ] "  o f  v i r t u e  such  as  a r e  to  be found  i n  th e  works
9  f i S i r  P h i l l i p  S id n ey :  A S tudy  o f  H is L i f e  and Works (Cam­
b r id g e !  Cambridge U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1977 ), p . 197. The 
c h a p te r  e n t i t l e d  " S i d n e y 's  P o e t i c s "  (pp . 107-122) d e a l s  i n  
d e t a i l  w i th  The D efence  o f  P o e s ie  as  d raw ing  o u t  th e  s i x t e e n t h  
c e n tu ry  a t t i t u d e  to w ard s  p o e t r y .  T h is  c h a p t e r  h as  d i r e c t  r e l e ­
vance  to  any s tu d y  o f  S p e n s e r ,  and i t  i s  in c lu d e d  i n  s l i g h t l y  
m o d if ie d  form  w i th  p o i n t e d  a p p l i c a t i o n  to  S p e n se r  i n  C h a p te r  I  
o f  H a m i l to n 's  book , The S t r u c t u r e  of  A l le g o ry  i n  "The F a e r i e  
Queene" (O xfo rd : C la ren d o n  P r e s s ,  196 1 ) , p p . 15 -29 .
27 S i r  P h i l i p  S id n e y ,  The D efence  o f  P o e s i e , i n . The Com plete 
Works o f  S i r  P h i l i p  S id n e y ! ed . A lb e r t  F e u i l l e r a t , V o l . I l l  
(C am bridge: Cam bridge U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 923) , 16.
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o f  t h e  G reek and  L a t i n  p o e t s .  D e p ic t in g  th e  p r a i s e w o r th y  
a c t i o n s  o f  e m in e n t ly  w o rth y  f i g u r e s  c a n n o t  f a i l  t o  d i r e c t  
and g u id e  th e  r e a d e r  to w ard s  v i r t u e ,  f o r  " a s  t h e  Image o f  
each  A c t io n  s t i r r e t h  and i n s t r u c t e t h  t h e  m inde , so th e  l o f t i e  
Image o f  such  w o o r t h i e s ,  m o s te  e n f la m e th  t h e  m ind w i th  d e s i r e
to  b ee  w o o r t h i e : and  en fo rm es w i th  c o u n s a i l e  how to  bee
28w o o r t h i e . "  S i d n e y 's  p ro fo u n d  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  t h e  d o c t r i n e  
o f  th e  F a l l  p r e c l u d e s  h i s  a c c e p ta n c e  o f  human p e r f e c t i o n  i n  
th e  w o r ld  such  a s  t h e  " H e r o i c a l l "  t r a d i t i o n  he  p r a i s e s  so 
h ig h ly  p r i m a r i l y  s e r v e s  to  acknow ledge and commemorate. F o r  
S id n ey , th e  w o r ld  o f  n a t u r e - - i n c l u d i n g  h u m a n s - - i s  f a l l e n  and 
im p e r f e c t ,  i s  " b r a s e n . "  The p o e t  who d e a l s  w i th  n a t u r a l  
phenomena, th e n ,  m e re ly  i m i t a t e s  and p e r p e t u a t e s  i m p e r f e c t i o n .  
The i n s p i r a t i o n  to  be  d e r iv e d  from  th e  b e s t  p o e t r y  s p r in g s  
from  th e  c r e a t i v e  power o f  t h e  " r i g h t "  p o e t ,  who " w i th  t h e  
f o r c e  o f  a d i v i n e  b r e a t h  . . . b r i n g e t h  t h i n g s  f o o r t h  s u r ­
p a s s in g  h e r  [ N a t u r e ' s ]  d o in g s "  and d e l i v e r s  a  " g o ld e n "  w o r ld
in  w hich  such  im ages o f  p e r f e c t i o n  as  Aeneas o r  O dysseus may 
29be d e p i c t e d .  The g r e a t e s t  p o e t r y ,  t h e n ,  i s  t h a t  w hich
la b o u r s  " n o t  . . .  t o  t e l  you w hat i s ,  o r  i s  n o t ,  b u t  w hat
30sh o u ld ,  o r  sh o u ld  n o t  b e , "  and w h e re in  t h e  p o e t  "w o rk e th ,  
n o t  o n e ly  to  make a Cyrus . . . b u t  to  b es to w  a Cyrus upon
^ S i d n e y ,  p . 25.
S id n ey ,  pp . 8 -9 .  
■ ^S idney , p . 29.
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31th e  w o r ld e ,  t o  make many C y r u s s e s . 11
I t  i s  o b v io u s ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  A r th u r  i s
d i s p l a y e d  i n  th e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  The F a e r i e  Queene a s  a  " s p e a k -  
32in g  P i c t u r e "  o f  v i r t u e .  The c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  P r in c e  i s  
f a s h io n e d  so as  to  s e t  f o r t h  t h e  e x c e l l e n c e  i n  v i r t u e  t h a t  
a l l  m ust s t r i v e  to  a t t a i n ;  h i s  a d m ira b le  c o n d u c t  and  awesome 
f e a t s  a r e  d e t a i l e d  i n  o r d e r  to  im pe l t h e  r e a d e r  to w ard s  
e m u la t in g  h i s  commendable b e h a v io u r  and p r a i s e w o r th y  a c t i o n s .  
S p e n se r ,  how ever, does n o t  a p p e a r  t o  s h a r e  S id n e y ’ s u n q u a l i ­
f i e d  f a i t h  i n  th e  p r a c t i c a l  e f f i c a c y  o f  i n s p i r i n g  v i r t u o u s -  
a c t i o n  by im p la n t in g  an ex em p la r  upon th e  m ind . He seems to  
have r e a l i z e d  t h a t  p o i n t i n g  o u t  a w o rth y  g o a l  does n o t  
n e c e s s a r i l y  e n s u re  t h a t  i t  w i l l  be  a t t a i n e d  by th e  a v e ra g e
human who i s  weak, v u l n e r a b l e ,  and e a s i l y  swayed from  th e
33p a th  o f  v i r t u e .  S p e n se r  u s e s  t h e  " h e r o ic k e "  mode so 
adm ired  by S id n ey  f o r  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  th e  P r i n c e ,  
b u t  A r t h u r ' s  p a r t  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  t h e  p o em -- th o u g h  h i g h l y  
s i g n i f i c a n t - - r e m a i n s  r e l a t i v e l y  s m a l l .  Even i n  Book One, 
i t  i s  c o n ta in e d  w i t h i n  two o f  t h e  tw e lv e  C a n to s . Our a t t e n ­
t i o n  i s  fo c u s e d  f o r  t h e  m ost p a r t  n o t  on A r th u r  b u t  on
R e d c ro s se ,  n o t  on p e r f e c t i o n  i t s e l f  b u t  on th e  s t r u g g l e  to
■ ^S idney , p . 8.
“^ S i d n e y ,  p . 9.
33 See M aurice  E v a n s , S p e n s e r 's  Anatomy o f  H ero ism : A 
Commentary on "The F a e r i e  Queene'' (Cam bridge: Cam bridge 
U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s , 1 9 7 0 ) ,  pp . 11 -14 .
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a c h ie v e  p e r f e c t i o n .  And i t  i s  t o  t h e  d e v e lo p m e n ta l  m o t i f  
o f  romance t h a t  S p e n se r  t u r n s  f o r  th e  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  th e  
p r i n c i p a l  f i g u r e  in v o lv e d  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  each  Book. The 
p o e t  i s  th u s  e n a b le d  to  d e l i n e a t e  t h e  a c t u a l  p r o c e s s  o f  t r i a l  
and e r r o r  t h a t  m ust be  u n d e rg o n e  by th e  o r d i n a r y  m o r t a l ,  who 
c a n n o t e v e r  m a tch  t h e  suprahum an e x c e l l e n c e  o f  A r th u r  and 
who i s  n o t  g i f t e d ,  a s  A r th u r  i s ,  w i th  t h e  m a g ic a l ly  p e r f e c t e d  
" s h i e l d ,  and sw ord , and arm our" ( v i i ,  3 6 ) .  S p e n s e r 's  co n ­
summate a r t i s t r y  i s  su c h  t h a t  he goes beyond S id n e y 's  d ic tu m  
to  g iv e  us a p e r s p e c t i v e  n o t  o n ly  o f  "w hat s h o u ld  b e"  b u t  
a l s o  o f  "w hat i s . "  As M au rice  Evans o b s e r v e s :  " A r th u r  p r o v id e s  
th e  to u c h s to n e  o f  v i r t u e  th r o u g h o u t  th e  poem, b u t  t h e  h e ro e s  
o f  th e  s e p a r a t e  books s t a r t  i n  i m p e r f e c t i o n  and , i n  d i s c o v e r ­
in g  th e  t r u e  n a t u r e  o f  v i r t u e  as  th e y  p ro c e e d  on t h e i r  q u e s t s ,  
e d u c a te  b o th  th e m s e lv e s  and t h e i r  r e a d e r s . Such a  m ethod 
makes p o s s i b l e  a much f u l l e r  anatom y o f  a l l  th e  a s p e c t s  o f  
v i r t u e  th a n  w ould  be p o s s i b l e  w i th  a s i n g l e  h e r o ,  and S p e n se r  
makes t h e  f u l l e s t  u s e  o f  th e  v a r i e t y  w h ich  th e  rom ance form
Q /
o f f e r s  him to  e x p l o r e  v i r t u e  i n  a l l  i t s  r a m i f i c a t i o n s . "
The v i r t u e  e x p lo r e d  i n  Book One i s  C h r i s t i a n  h o l i n e s s ,
and th e  c a r e e r  o f  R e d c r o s s e ,  as  A. C. H am ilto n  r e m a rk s ,  d e p i c t s
th e  "myth o f  m a n 's  f a l l  and  r e s t o r a t i o n  w h ich  i s  d e v e lo p e d
35th ro u g h o u t  t h e  Old and  New T e s ta m e n ts ."  The p l o t  l i n e
3 4Spenser's Anatomy of Heroism, pp. 13-14.
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Structure of Allegory in "The Faerie Queene" (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1961)7 p. 59”!
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o f  Book One i s  d e r iv e d  from  th e  Book o f  R e v e l a t i o n ,  and th e  
a p o c a ly p t i c  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  p l o t  and a c t i o n  becomes a dynamic 
p a r t  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e ,  a  p a r t  t h a t  i s  s u s t a i n e d  and em phasized  
i n  th e  two h e ro -m o n s te r  c o n f l i c t s  t h a t  i n i t i a t e  and t e r m i n a t e  
th e  r e g e n e r a t i v e  p h a s e  o f  R e d c r o s s e 's  m o ra l  l i f e .  B oth  A r th u r  
and R e d c ro sse  a t  t h e i r  moments o f  g r e a t e s t  t r iu m p h  f u n c t i o n  
e x p l i c i t l y  as  im ages o f  t h e  S a v io u r .  T h is  f a c t  i s  n o t  s u r ­
p r i s i n g ,  a s  f o r  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  th e  f i g u r e  o f  human p e r f e c t i o n  
c a n n o t be o t h e r  th a n  an image o f  C h r i s t .  I n  b a t t l i n g  O rg o g l io
on R e d c r o s s e 's  b e h a l f  and e f f e c t i n g  h i s  r e l e a s e ,  A r th u r  t a k e s
37on t r u l y  C h r i s t - l i k e  d im e n s io n s .  J o s e p h in e  B e n n e t t  p o i n t s
o u t  t h a t  A r th u r  "p e r fo rm s  th e  s e r v i c e ,  i n  th e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f
D u e s s a 's  b e a s t  and  th e  r e d e m p tio n  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  man, w hich
i s  p e rfo rm e d  by th e  S a v io r  i n  t h e  R e v e la t io n  o f  Jo h n "  w here
C h r i s t  overcom es th e  se v e n -h e a d e d  D ragon, t h e  B a b y lo n ia n
38h a r l o t ,  and th e  F a l s e  P ro p h e t  o r  A n t i c h r i s t .  M oreover, as 
H am ilton  n o t e s ,  t h e  " ' l o n g  p a in e s  and la b o u r s  m a n i f o l d '  
th ro u g h  w hich  ' t h i s  good P r in c e  redeem d th e  R e d c ro s se  k n ig h t  
from b a n d s '  ( l . i x . l )  r e v e a l  Him who, when m ankind ' i n  bands
See John  E. H an k in s ,  " S p e n s e r  and th e  R e v e la t io n  o f  S t .  
J o h n , " PLMA, LX (1 9 4 5 ) ,  364-81 .
37A r th u r  i s  C h r i s t - l i k e ,  b u t  i s  n o t  C h r i s t  h i m s e l f .  As A. 
C. H am ilto n  n o t e s ,  " A r th u r  i s  n o t  d i s p l a y e d  as  an a l l e g o r y  o f  
C h r i s t  b u t  r a t h e r  a s  th e  image o f  a  b r a v e  k n i g h t  i n  whom we 
se e  t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  a l l  th e  v i r t u e s "  ( S t r u c t u r e  o f  A l le g o ry  
i n  "The F a e r i e  Q u ee n e ,"  p . 78) .
“^ Evolution of "The Faerie Queene," p. 57.
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w ere la y d  . . . h a rro w d  h e l l  w i th  h e a u ie  s to w re ,  /  The
f a u l t i e  s o u le s  from  th e n c e  b r o u g h t  to  h i s  h e a u e n ly  bow re '
39( 1 . x . 4 0 ) . "  The A r th u r - O r g o g l io  e p i s o d e  th u s  e n c a p s u l a t e s  i n  
i t s e l f  t h e  a c t i o n  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  n a r r a t i v e .  I t  r e n d e r s  th e  
a p o c a l y p t i c  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  u l t i m a t e  and y e t - to - c o m e  p h y s i c a l  
v i c t o r y  i n  t h e  w o r ld  o f  t h e  Powers o f  Good o v e r  t h e  F o rc e s  
o f  E v i l ,  and  i t  a l s o  a n t i c i p a t e s  t h e  i n n e r ,  m o ra l  v i c t o r y  
o f  R e d c ro sse  o v e r  t h e  Dragon o f  S in .  I n  t h a t  f i n a l  c o n f l i c t ,  
th e  h e ro  f u l f i l l s  h i s  q u e s t  and , i n  d o in g  s o ,  t a k e s  on a 
s t a t u r e  s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  o f  A r th u r  a s  t h e  Redeemer who d e l i v e r s  
s u f f e r i n g  h u m an ity  from  th e  yoke o f  S in .  The k n i g h t ' s  v i c t o r y  
o v e r  th e  e v i l  w i t h i n  h im s e l f  i s  p r e s e n t e d  as  an  a r c h e t y p a l  
v i c t o r y  f o r  a l l  th e  w o r ld  a s  R e d c ro sse  s l a y s  th e  Dragon and 
r e s t o r e s  t h e  la n d  o f  Eden to  U n a 's  p a r e n t s .
I t  i s  c l e a r ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  th e  o ld  s p i r i t  o f  b e l i e f  i n  
th e  a c t u a l  e x i s t e n c e  o f  m o n s te r s  i s  h e r e  t o t a l l y  a b s e n t .  The 
a c t i o n  i n  Book One i s  " n o t  A f f i r m a t i v e l y ,  b u t  A l l e g o r i c a l l y  
and f i g u r a t i v e l y  w r i t t e n , a n d  th o u g h  th e  c r e a t u r e s  a r e  
p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as  p h y s i c a l  a d v e r s a r i e s ,  th e y  
rem a in  e x p l i c i t l y  c r e a t i o n s  o f  t h e  p o e t i c  im a g in a t io n .  
" A l l e g o r y , "  as  C. S. Lewis r e m a rk s ,  " c o n s i s t s  i n  g iv in g  an 
im ag ined  body to  th e  i m m a t e r i a l , a n d  th e  m o n s te r s  i n  Book
39 S t r u c t u r e  o f  A l le g o ry  i n  "The F a e r i e  Q u een e ,"  p . 77.
40 S id n ey ,  D efence  o f  P o e s i e , p .  29.
41The A l le g o r y  o f  Love: A S tudy  i n  M ed iev a l T r a d i t i o n  (1936; 
r p t . New York: O xford  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 5 ) ,  p . 332.
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One re m a in  e s s e n t i a l l y  p r o j e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  i n n e r  p sy c h e  
f a s h io n e d  to  image th e  e v i l s  t h a t  c a u se  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  down­
f a l l  o f  human b e i n g s .  E r r o u r ,  O rg o g l io  [ P r i d e ] ,  and  S in  a r e  
shaped  to  embody t h e  m o ra l  v i c e s  i n d i c a t e d  by t h e i r  n am es , 
and th e  w e a l th  o f  d e t a i l  w i th  w hich  th e y  a r e  d e l i n e a t e d  i s  
p o in te d  to w ard s  a l l e g o r i c a l  e f f e c t .  S p e n se r  makes v e r y  p l a i n  
a t  t im e s  t h a t  th e  m o n s te r s  a r e  p r i m a r i l y  c o n c r e t i o n s  o f  m o ra l  
a b s t r a c t i o n s .  The s e r p e n t  v o m its  o u t  "bookes and p a p e r s "
( i ,  2 0 ) ,  i n s t r u m e n t s  t h a t  g iv e  r i s e  to  e r ro n e o u s  th o u g h t  and 
a c t i o n ;  th e  g i a n t  i s  q u i t e  l i t e r a l l y  i n f l a t e d  w i th  a s e n s e  
o f  s e l f - e s t e e m  and , when d e c a p i t a t e d ,  h i s  huge fram e c o l l a p s e s  
to  a p p e a r  no more s u b s t a n t i a l  th a n  "an  em p tie  b l a d d e r "  ( v i i i ,  
2 4 ) ;  w h i le  th e  D ragon, w i th  h i s  jaw s t h a t  gape " l i k e  th e  
g r i e s l y  m outh o f  h e l l "  ( x i ,  1 2 ) ,  i s  th e  embodiment o f  th e  
S a ta n ic  p r i n c i p l e  and  i s  r e f e r r e d  to  even  a t  t h e  v e r y  s t a r t  
o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  as  " t h a t  i n f e r n a l l  f e e n d "  ( i ,  5 ) .  The 
shapes  we s e e  and th e  e v e n ts  i n  w hich  th e y  a r e  in v o lv e d  have 
no d i s t i n c t  o b j e c t i v e  r e a l i t y . T h e y  re m a in  c h i e f l y  im a g in a ­
t i v e  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s  o f  i n t e r n a l ,  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  s t a t e s  o f  
mind.
Though th e  m o n s tro u s  sh a p es  o f  t h e s e  h id e o u s  c r e a t u r e s  
s e rv e  to  p o r t r a y  i n  p a l p a b l e  form  th e  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  r e v o l t i n g  
and h o s t i l e  a s p e c t  o f  e v i l ,  each  f i g u r e  p r o j e c t s  a s p e c i f i c  
m o ra l d an g e r  o r  v i c e  to  w h ich  human b e in g s  a r e  p ro n e .  The 
m o n s te rs  a r e  c a r e f u l l y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  i n  te rm s o f  t h e  i n d i ­
v i d u a l  t h r e a t s  th e y  p o se  to  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  q u e s t  f o r  h o l i n e s s ,
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and ea ch  m o n s te r  i s  d e l i n e a t e d  w i th  s p e c i a l  em phasis  on th o s e  
d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  f e a t u r e s  w h ich  b e s t  i d e n t i f y  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  
th e  p a r t i c u l a r  human w eakness  o r  s p i r i t u a l  menace i t  r e p r e ­
s e n t s .  E r r o u r  i s  ha lf-w om an  and h a l f - s e r p e n t  i n  sh a p e .  "The 
c o m b in a t io n ,"  as  V i r g i l  W h ita k e r  n o t e s ,  " i s  r e m a rk a b ly  l i k e  
t h a t  w h ich  p ro v e d  to o  much f o r  p o o r  Adam i n  t h e  G arden o f  
Eden and i s  d o u b t l e s s  in t e n d e d  to  s u g g e s t  Red C r o s s ' s  l i a -
/  A
b i l i t y  to  e r r o r  as  a son  o f  Adam." As O r i g i n a l  S in  was 
e n g e n d e re d  fu n d a m e n ta l ly  by a s e d u c t io n  o f  t h e  i n t e l l e c t  w i th  
s p e c io u s  a rg u m e n ts ,  so  E r r o u r  i s  d i s t i n c t l y  t h e  m a t e r i a l i z a ­
t i o n  o f  s u b v e r s i v e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  e n e r g i e s .  Her f i g u r e  r e a l i z e s  
th e  s p i r i t u a l l y  d e s t r u c t i v e  power o f  f a l s e  d o c t r i n e  a s  g e n e r ­
a l l y  d i s s e m in a te d  by th e  p o iso n o u s  f lo w  o f  "bookes and p a p e r s "  
( i ,  20) w h ich  em erge from  " h e r  h e l l i s h  s in lce"  ( i ,  2 2 ) .  Her 
" e n d le s s e  t r a i n e "  ( i ,  IS) i s  a p p r o p r i a t e l y  s u f f i c i e n t  i n  
i t s e l f  to  p l a c e  th e  human " i n  g r e a t  p e r p l e x i t i e "  ( i ,  29) and 
c o n s t r a i n  h i s  w i l l  to  a c t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  s t r a n g l e h o l d  o f
"The T h e o lo g ic a l  S t r u c t u r e  o f  The F a e r i e  Q ueene, Book I , "  
ELH, XIX (1 9 5 2 ) ,  155. A h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  on th e  u s e  o f  
t h i s  image i s  p r e s e n t e d  by R o land  M ushat F ry e  i n  M i l t o n ' s  
Im agery  and  th e  V is u a l  A r t s :  I c o n o g r a p h ic  T r a d i t i o n  i n  t h e  
E p ic  Poems ( P r i n c e t o n ,  N .J .  : P r i n c e t o n  U n i v e r s i t y  Pres~s^ T978) . 
F ry e  n o t e s :  " I n  th e  l a t e  t w e l f t h  c e n tu r y ,  we e n c o u n te r  f o r  th e  
f i r s t  t im e  w hat was to  become an im m ensely  p o p u la r  and  p e r s i s ­
t e n t  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  [ o f  t h e  d e v i l ] - - t h e  c o m b in a t io n  o f  a 
s e r p e n t ' s  bod}^ w i th  a woman's h ead  o r  t o r s o .  . . . The f i r s t  
e x t a n t  l i t e r a r y  r e f e r e n c e  to  i t  o c c u r r e d  i n  P e t e r  C o m e s to r 's  
commentary on G e n e s is ,  w here  t h e  V e n e ra b le  Bede i s  c r e d i t e d  
w i th  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  a p p e a ra n c e  o f  t h e  s e r p e n t  w i th  a woman's 
f a c e  a s  a r e f l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  a p p e a l  o f  l i k e  to  l i k e  i n  th e  
T e m p ta t io n  o f  Eve. . . . The s e r p e n t  w i th  a " la d y  v i s a g e "  was 
v a s t l y  p o p u la r ,  so much so t h a t  i t  may be  s a i d  to  have  domi­
n a t e d  a r t i s t i c  c o n c e p t io n s  o f  th e  F a l l  f o r  t h r e e  h u n d red  
y e a r s "  (pp . 1 0 3 -4 ) .
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i t s  "w icked  b an d s"  ( i ,  2 9 ) .  A g a in , t h e  e v i l  g e n e r a t e d  by 
such  t r e a c h e r o u s l y  m is le a d in g  form s o f  e r r o r  " f u l l  o f  f i l t h i e  
s i n "  ( i ,  24) i s  e x p l i c i t l y  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  b e in g  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
i n  n a t u r e .  E r r o u r ,  t h e  " d a n g e r  h id "  ( i ,  12) w h ich  l u r k s  
w i th in  h e r  "darksom e h o le "  ( i ,  1 4 ) ,  b r e e d s  " d r e a d f u l l  d o u b ts "  
ab o u t  v i r t u e  ( i ,  12) a s  im aged i n  h e r  " f r u i t f u l l  c u r s e d  spawne" 
( i ,  22) w h ich , th o u g h  in c a p a b l e  o f  i n f l i c t i n g  b o d i l y  harm , y e t  
i n c a p a c i t a t e  movement by t h e  "n o y an ce"  o f  t h e i r  num bers and
/  Q
" t h e i r  m urm urings"  ( i ,  2 3 ) .  The a c t i o n ,  m o re o v e r ,  demon­
s t r a t e s  t h a t  t h e  m o r a l ly  i n h i b i t i n g  power o f  E r r o u r  and  h e r  
n o x io u s  p ro g en y  can  be  c r u s h e d  o n ly  th ro u g h  c o n s c io u s  " f a i t h "  
in  God ( i ,  1 9 ) ,  th ro u g h  r e s o l u t e n e s s  o f  mind as  r e i n f o r c e d  by 
an i n f u s i o n  o f  H is  d i v i n e  f o r c e .  I t  i s  o n ly  when R e d c ro s se
R e s o lv 'd  i n  m inde a l l  su d d e n ly  to  w in ,
Or soone to  l o s e ,  b e f o r e  he once  w ould l i n ;
And s t r o o k e  a t  h e r  w i th  more th e n  m anly  f o r c e ,
T h a t from  h e r  body f u l l  o f  f i l t h i e  s i n  
He r a f t  h e r  h a t e f u l l  h ead  w i th o u t  re m o rse .
( i ,  2 4 - -em p h a s is  m ine)
43R oland  F ry e  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h e r e  was a " lo n g - s t a n d i n g  
t r a d i t i o n  w hich  v i s u a l l y  a s s o c i a t e d  i n s e c t s  w i th  t h e  d e v i l s "
(p . 9 7 ) .  He o b s e r v e s :  "B ased  i n  p a r t  upon th e  B i b l i c a l  
symbol o f  swarming l o c u s t s ,  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  d e v e lo p e d  i n  such  
a way a s  to  in c lu d e  a b ro a d  r a n g e  o f  s t i n g i n g  i n s e c t s ,  some­
t im es  s e e n  a s  h o r n e t s ,  w asp s , o r  b e e s ,  and som etim es a s  co n ­
g lo m e ra te s  o f  v a r i o u s  i n s e c t  fo rm s .  . . . [As] t h e  i l l u s t r a ­
t i o n s  c o n t in u e  th ro u g h  th e  M idd le  Ages v a r i o u s  f e a t u r e s  a r e  
added , e s p e c i a l l y  s t i n g i n g  t a i l s "  (p . 9 7 ) .  R e d c r o s s e 's  d i f f i ­
c u l t i e s  when a t t a c k e d  by E r r o u r ' s  spawn, w h ich  crowds a ro u n d  
him l i k e  a " c lo u d  o f  combrous g n a t t e s "  ( i ,  2 3 ) ,  i s  r e f l e c t e d  
i n  M i l t o n ' s  P a r a d i s e  R eg a in ed  w h ere ,  a s  F ry e  rem ark s  (p .  3 2 1 ) ,  
a n o th e r  " b r i e f  and g e n r e l i k e  image conveys th e  n a g g in g  p e r s i s ­
t e n c e  o f  S a ta n  when M il to n  d e s c r i b e s  how " a  swarm o f  f l i e s  i n  
v i n t a g e - t i m e , /  About th e  w in e - p r e s s  w here sw ee t m ust i s  p o u re d ,  
/  B ea t o f f ,  r e t u r n s  as  o f t  w i th  humming sound" (PR i v ,  1 5 - 1 8 ) . "
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Where th e  s e r p e n t  i s  t h e  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  p e r v e r t e d  
and p e r v e r t i n g  m e n ta l  c a p a c i t i e s  whose a c t i v i t y  i s  c o n f in e d  
w i t h i n  th e  l i m i t s  o f  a "h o l lo w  ca u e"  ( i ,  1 1 ) ,  t h e  g i a n t  i s  
r a t h e r  t h e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  f r e e - r a n g i n g  p h y s i c a l  e n e r g i e s  
whose i m p e l l i n g l y  d e s t r u c t i v e  power r e c o g n iz e s  no w o r ld ly  
r e s t r a i n t .  F o r  t h i s  "G ean t h o r r i b l e  and h y e"  ( v i i ,  8) i s  
c a r n a l i t y  i n c a r n a t e .  H is f i g u r e  s u g g e s t s  t h e  " d e a d ly  s to w re "  
( v i i ,  12) o r  m o r ta l  p e r i l  o c c a s s io n e d  by th e  i n f l u e n c e s  o f  th e  
W orld and  th e  im p u lse s  o f  th e  F l e s h ,  w h ich  can  u t t e r l y  o v e r ­
whelm human b e in g s  and  them " t o  d u s t  . . . have  b a t t r e d  
q u ig h t "  ( v i i ,  1 4 ) .  Born d i r e c t l y  o f  th e  " v n c o u th "  E a r th  and 
" b l u s t r i n g "  Wind "w hich  th ro u g h  th e  w o r ld  d o th  p a s "  ( v i i ,  9 ) ,  
th e  g i a n t  i s  a  "m o n s tro u s  m asse  o f  e a r t h l y  s l im e ,  /  P u f t  vp 
w i th  e m p tie  w ind , and f i l d  w i th  s i n f u l l  c r im e "  ( v i i ,  9 ) .
T h is  "m o n s tro u s  enim y" ( v i i ,  8) i s  th e  i n c o r p o r a t i o n  i n  
p h y s i c a l  form  o f  t h e  n a t u r a l ,  e l e m e n ta l  f o r c e s  from  w hich  he 
i s  g e n e r a t e d ,  and h i s  f i g u r e  i s  r e n d e r e d  a s  a w a lk in g  co n c e n ­
t r a t e  o f  u n c o n t r o l l e d  and u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  p h y s i c a l  p a s s i o n .
H is " m e r c i l e s s e "  m ig h t  " c o u ld  have  o u e r th ro w n e  a s to n y  to w re"  
w i th  a s i n g l e  blow  ( v i i ,  1 2 ) ,  and  h i s  "huge f o r c e  and  i n ­
s u p p o r t a b l e  mayne" ( v i i ,  11) c a n n o t  be  w i th s t o o d  by any 
m o r ta l  w i th o u t  t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  " h e a u e n ly  g r a c e ,  t h a t  
d id  him b l e s s e "  ( v i i ,  1 2 ) .
I n  te rm s  o f  th e  m o ra l  a l l e g o r y  d e v e lo p e d  i n  t h e  
a c t i o n ,  m o reo v e r ,  t h e  g i a n t  O rg o g l io  f u n c t i o n s  q u i t e  e x p l i c i t l y  
as t h e  p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h a t  " f o o l i s h  p r i d e ,  /  Or w eak n esse"  
w hich  makes t h e  human " t h r a l l "  to  " s i n f u l l  b an d s"  ( v i i i ,  1 ) .
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The g i a n t ' s  name i n  i t s e l f  p r o v id e s  a d i r e c t  i n d i c a t i o n  f o r  
th e  r e a d i n g  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  a s  th e  embodiment o f  P r i d e ,  th e  
v e ry  d e a d l i e s t  o f  t h e  Seven D ead ly  S in s .  Q r g o g l io , a s  S. K. 
H en in g e r  n o t e s ,  becomes "m ost im m e d ia te ly  m e a n in g fu l  a s  th e  
I t a l i a n  word f o r  " p r i d e ,  d i s d a i n e ,  h a u g h t i n e s , "  c l o s e l y  
r e l a t e d  to  S p a n is h  o r g u l l o  and F re n c h  o r g u e i l . Thi s  
e x t re m e ly  " h a u g h t i e "  g i a n t  ( v i i ,  1 6 ) ,  whose p re d o m in a n t  c h a r ­
a c t e r i s t i c  i s  h i s  o v e rw een in g  s e l f - c o n c e i t ,  and  who a c t s  a l ­
ways w i th  a r r o g a n t  f u r y  and " h ig h  d i s d a i n e "  ( v i i i ,  7 ) ,  f i g u r e s  
t h a t  s i n f u l  c a r n a l  p r i d e  w h ich  jo y s  i n  w o r ld ly  s t a t e  and  h o ld s  
a l l  e l s e  a s  u n w orthy  o f  c o n s i d e r a t i o n :
So growen g r e a t  th ro u g h  a r r o g a n t  d e l i g h t
Of t h ' h i g h  d e s c e n t ,  w h e re o f  he  was y b o m e ,
And th ro u g h  p re s u m p t io n  o f  h i s  m a tc h le s s e  m igh t 
A l l  o t h e r  powres and  k n ig h th o o d  he d id  s c o m e .
( v i i ,  10)
The f i g u r e  o f  O rg o g l io ,  how ever, a l s o  im ages th e  s t r o n g  s e x u a l
d r iv e s  o f  human b e i n g s ,  t h e  f l e s h l y  "w eak n esse"  to  w hich
m o r ta l s  a r e  a l l  to o  s u s c e p t i b l e .  Jo h n  S c h ro e d e r  p o i n t s  o u t
t h a t  ' " p r i d e '  b o r e  a r c h a i c a l l y  among i t s  m ean ings t h a t  o f
45s e x u a l  e x c i t e m e n t ,  and  shows t h a t  O rg o g l io  i s  r e n d e r e d  i n
"The O rg o g l io  E p iso d e  i n  The F a e r i e  Q ueene, " ELH, XXVI 
(1 9 5 9 ) ,  172. H e n in g e r ,  how ever-] does n o t  s u b s c r i b e  to  th e  
com m only-held  v iew  o f  O rg o g l io  as  t h e  embodiment o f  p r i d e ,  
and s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  g i a n t  may be  b e t t e r  s e e n  
as t h e  " m y th ic a l  embodiment o f  an  e a r th q u a k e "  (p . 1 7 2 ) .
45 " S p e n s e r 's  E r o t i c  Drama: The O rg o g l io  E p iso d e  i n  Book I  
o f  The F a e r i e  Q u ee n e ,"  ELH, XXIX (1 9 6 2 ) ,  157.
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th e  n a r r a t i v e  a s  " t h e  p e n i s  e r e c t u s . "  As S c h ro e d e r  r e m a rk s ,  
S p en se r  e x te n d s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  m o ra l  a l l e g o r y  by e x p l o i t ­
in g  th e  E l i z a b e t h a n  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  "a  re s e m b la n c e  be tw een  
th e  p ro u d  man, p u f f e d  up w i th  s e l f - c o n c e i t ,  and  th e  p ro u d  
p e n i s . T h i s  v iew  o f  th e  g i a n t  as  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  th e
48p h a l l u s ,  a s  w hat Mark Rose c a l l s  " a n  a m b u la to ry  m ale  m em ber,"
comes th ro u g h  m ost c l e a r l y  i n  th e  a c c o u n t  o f  O r g o g l i o 's  d e a th ,
w hich  h a s  d i s t i n c t l y  s e x u a l  o v e r to n e s :
But soone  a s  b r e a t h  o u t  o f  h i s  b r e a s t  d id  p a s ,
T h a t huge g r e a t  body , w h ich  th e  Gyaunt b o r e ,
Was v a n i s h t  q u i t e ,  and  o f  t h a t  m o n s tro u s  mas 
Was n o th in g  l e f t ,  b u t  l i k e  an  em p tie  b l a d d e r  w as.
( v i i i ,  24)
As th e  d i s t i n c t  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  p r i d e  and ram p an t m ale  s e x ­
u a l i t y ,  O rg o g l io  d e m o n s t r a te s  t h e  " d re a d e d  pow re" ( v i i i ,  5) 
o f  t h a t  w o r ld ly  e v i l  w h ich  can  q u ic k ly  overwhelm  th e  m o ra l  
c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  human b e in g s  and le a v e  them i n  " c a y t i u e  
t h r a l l "  ( v i i ,  19) to  t h e  " h a t e f u l l  t y r a n n i e "  ( v i i i ,  2) o f  
e a r t h l y  i n f l u e n c e s  and  e a r t h y  d e s i r e s .
The s e r p e n t  and th e  g i a n t ,  th e n ,  r e p r e s e n t  k in d s  o f  
s i n  to  w h ich  human b e in g s  a r e  d i s p o s e d .  The D ragon , how­
e v e r ,  i s  th e  embodiment o f  S in  i t s e l f ,  t h e  u l t i m a t e  fo e  o f  
th e  v i r t u o u s  and th e  h o ly .  As su c h ,  he i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  th e  
n a r r a t i v e  as  t h e  c o n c e p tu a l i z e d  r e c o n s t r u c t  o f  t h e  E v i l
^ " S p e n s e r ' s  E r o t i c  D ram a," p . 152. 
^ " S p e n s e r ' s  E r o t i c  D ram a," p .  157. 
^ S p e n s e r ' s  A r t , p . 91.
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P r i n c i p a l i t y ,  o f  t h e  Archenemy h i m s e l f .  The Dragon i s  t h a t
"damned fe e n d "  ( x i ,  35) and " e u e r  damned b e a s t "  ( x i ,  49) who
a n n i h i l a t e s  h i s  " p i t t e o u s  p ra y "  ( v i i i ,  45) w i th  h i s  " d e u o u r -
in g  m ig h t"  ( v i i i ,  44) and  se n d s  to  e t e r n a l  p e r d i t i o n  a l l
th o s e  who !' f o r  w an t o f  f a i t h ,  o r  g u i l t  o f  s i n "  ( v i i i ,  45)
come w i t h i n  h i s  p i t i l e s s  g r a s p :
Dead was i t  s u r e ,  a s  s u r e  a s  d e a th  i n  d eed ,
What e u e r  t h i n g  does to u c h  h i s  ra u e n o u s  p a w e s ,
Or w hat w i t h i n  h i s  r e a c h  he e u e r  d ra w e s .
. . . h i s  deepe  d e u o u r in g  iaw es 
Wide g a p e d ,  l i k e  t h e  g r i e s l y  m outh o f  h e l l ,
Through w h ich  i n t o  h i s  d a rk e  a b i s s e  a l l  r a u i n  f e l l .
( x i ,  12)
The common a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  th e  d e v i l  w i th  f i r e  and b r i m s t o n e ^
i s  imaged i n  t h e  D ra g o n 's  "m ost h id e o u s  h ea d "  ( x i ,  1 2 ) ,  from
w hich i s s u e s
A c lo u d  o f  sm o o th e r in g  smoke and s u lp h u r  s e a r e  
Out o f  h i s  s t i n k i n g  g o rg e  . . . ,
T h a t a l l  t h e  a y r e  a b o u t w i th  smoke and s t e n c h  d id  f i l l .
( x i ,  13)
A gain , t h e  D ra g o n 's  d e s p o i l i n g  o f  a " h a p p ie  la n d "  ( x i ,  29) and 
h i s  im p riso n m en t o f  th o s e  who r i g h t f u l l y  " a l l  t h e  w o r ld  i n  
t h e i r  s u b j e c t i o n  h e l d "  ( i ,  5) shadow f o r t h  t h e  a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  
A rc h f ie n d ,  who d i s r u p t e d  t h e  a b id in g  p e a c e  o f  P a r a d i s e  and 
ca u se d  th e  e j e c t i o n  o f  m ankind from  th e  G arden i n t o  a w o r ld
4 9 R oland  F ry e  d i s c u s s e s  a n o th e r  p o p u la r  t r a d i t i o n  o f  long  
s t a n d in g ,  t h a t  o f  " t h e  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  th e  d e v i l  w i th  gun­
powder and cannon" (p .  4 9 ) .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, how ever, 
i t  i s  n o t  th e  Dragon b u t  th e  g i a n t  t h a t  i s  h e r e  r e n d e r e d  q u i t e  
e x p l i c i t l y  as  t h e  image o f  a cannon. The g i a n t ' s  f o r c e  i s  
l i k e n e d  to  t h a t  o f  a " d i u e l i s h  y ro n  E ng in  w rough t /  I n  d e e p e s t  
H e l l "  ( v i i ,  1 3 ) ,  and  th e  c o r re s p o n d e n c e  s e r v e s  to  h e i g h t e n  o u r  
p e r c e p t i o n  o f  th e  m o n s te r s  as  b e in g  i n  th e m s e lv e s  v a r io u s  
a s p e c t s  o f  th e  same S a ta n i c  power o r  p r i n c i p l e .
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s u b j e c t  t o  h i s  m ig h t .  The d e f e a t  o f  t h e  D ragon, m o reo v e r ,  
n o t  o n ly  r e n d e r s  a v i s i o n  o f  p e r s o n a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  a s  e f f e c t e d  
by an i n d i v i d u a l ' s  t r iu m p h  o v e r  th e  power o f  S in ,  t h a t  " c r u e l l  
c u r s e d  enemy" ( v i i i ,  4 4 ) ,  b u t  i n t i m a t e s  t h e  S c r i p t u r a l  p r o ­
phecy  o f  d e l i v e r a n c e  from  th e  " m ig h t ie  b r a s e n  w a l l "  ( v i i i ,  44) 
o f  th e  n a t u r a l  w o r ld  and  th e  r e t u r n  to  t h e  g o ld e n  age  o f  p r e -  
l a p s a r i a n  p e r f e c t i o n  a f t e r  t h e  S a t a n i c  f o r c e  i s  f i n a l l y  and 
e t e r n a l l y  c r u s h e d  o u t  o f  e x i s t e n c e .
As A. C. H am ilto n  o b s e r v e s ,  how ever, S p e n se r  " l a b o u r s  
to  r e n d e r  t h e  f i c t i o n  i n  i t s  own r i g h t , "  and th e  r e a d e r  i s  
w e l l  a d v i s e d  to  " r e s p e c t  t h e  p r im ac y  and i n t e g r i t y  o f  th e  
poem 's l i t e r a l  l e v e l .  Each o f  t h e s e  m o n s te r s ,  l i k e  th e
c r e a t u r e s  i n  B e o w u lf , h a s  a d e f i n i t e  p h y s i c a l  s t a t u r e  and 
v i t a l i t y  o f  i t s  own i n  k e e p in g  w i th  i t s  form  and  a p p e a ra n c e ,  
and ea c h  i s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t u r n  w i th  i n c r e a s i n g  em phasis  on 
i t s  s t r e n g t h  and pow er. E r r o u r ,  th ough  q u i t e  d an g e ro u s  when 
goaded i n t o  a c t i o n ,  i s  t h e  l e a s t  im p r e s s iv e  o f  th e  t h r e e  and 
th e  m ost r e s t r i c t e d  i n  p h y s i c a l  m o b i l i t y .  She i s  a c r e a t u r e  
o f  th e  d a rk n e s s  who l u r k s  w i t h i n  h e r  l a i r  and a t t a c k s  o n ly  
when d i s t u r b e d .  A g a in , th o u g h  sh e  i s  ha lf-w om an and h a l f -  
s e r p e n t ,  t h e  s t r e s s  w i t h i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  re m a in s  on h e r  
s e r p e n t i n e  a s p e c t  and  th e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  h e r  "huge lo n g  
t a i l e "  ( i ,  15) i n  b a t t l e .  The g i a n t  i s  a much more p o w e rfu l  
a d v e r s a r y  whose immense s t a t u r e  i s  m a tched  by h i s  immense
" ^ S t r u c t u r e  o f  A l le g o r y  i n  "The F a e r i e  Q u een e ,"  pp . 32 -33 .
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s t r e n g t h ,  and  h i s  "huge  f o r c e  and i n s u p p o r t a b l e  mayne" ( v i i ,  
11) make him, l i k e  G re n d e l  o r  t h e  Green K n ig h t ,  w e l l - n i g h  
i n v i n c i b l e  i n  com bat .  The Dragon i s  t h e  m os t  d r e a d f u l  
c r e a t u r e  o f  a l l .  L ik e  t h e  awesome Wyrm i n  B eo w u lf , he h o ld s  
dominion  o v e r  b o t h  e a r t h  and  a i r ,  and d em o l i s h e s  a l l  o p p o s i ­
t i o n  w i t h  h i s  f e a r s o m e  m ig h t  and s c o r c h i n g  f l a m e s .
S p e n s e r ' s  im ag ery  c l e a r l y  s u g g e s t s  how t h e s e  a d v e r ­
s a r i e s  a r e  t o  be  v iew e d .  The d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  E r r o u r  a r o u s e s  
h o r r i f i e d  d i s g u s t  r a t h e r  t h a n  awe o r  f e a r f u l  r e s p e c t .  The 
l e a s t  p o w e r f u l  o f  t h e  m o n s t e r s  i s  a l s o  t h e  m ost  r e p u g n a n t  i n  
a p p e a r a n c e .  She, a s  w e l l  a s  e v e r y t h i n g  r e l a t e d  t o  h e r ,  exudes  
u g l i n e s s  and  f i l t h .  She i s  an  " v g ly  m o n s t e r  . . .  I  Most 
lo th so m ,  f i l t h i e ,  f o u l e ,  and f u l l  o f  v i l e  d i s d a i n e "  ( i ,  1 4 ) .  
She l i e s  upon " d u r t i e  g round"  ( i ,  15) w hich  sh e  d e f i l e s  y e t  
f u r t h e r  by t h e  " f i l t h y  p a r b r e a k e "  she  spews f o r t h  f rom h e r  
" f i l t h y  maw" ( i ,  2 0 ) .  Her b ro o d  i s  " a l l  i l l  f a u o u r e d "  ( i ,  15) 
and,  l i k e  t h e i r  dam, have  " v g ly  m o n s t ro u s  s h a p e s "  ( i ,  2 1 ) .
Even h e r  o b v i o u s l y  p o w e r f u l  t a i l  i s  e x p l i c i t l y  r e f e r r e d  to  
as b e i n g  " h i d e o u s "  ( i ,  1 6 ) .  As an a d v e r s a r y ,  E r r o u r  h as  no 
d i g n i t y  a t  a l l ,  and  t h e  em phasis  r em a in s  t h r o u g h o u t  on h e r  
u n s i g h t l y  and r e v o l t i n g  p h y s i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .
O r g o g l i o ,  on t h e  o t h e r  h and ,  im p r e s s e s  w i t h  h i s  s i z e  
and s t r e n g t h .  The im ag ery  h e r e  i s  c h a n n e l l e d  t o w a r d s . d e s c r i b ­
ing  h i s  powers  o f  a c t i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  h i s  p h y s i c a l  a p p e a r a n c e .  
He i s  an  " h id e o u s  G ean t"  b u t  one so
h o r r i b l e  and hye ,
T h a t  w i t h  h i s  t a l n e s s e  seemd to  t h r e a t  t h e  sk y e ,
The g ro u n d  eke  g ro n ed  v n d e r  him f o r  d r e e d ;
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His l i u i n g  l i k e  saw n e u e r  l i u i n g  eye ,
Ne d u r s t  b e h o l d :  h i s  s t a t u r e  d i d  e x ceed  
The h i g h t  o f  t h r e e  t h e  t a l l e s t  sonnes  o f  m o r t a l l  s e e d .
( v i i ,  8)
The g i a n t  i s  t h e  o n ly  a d v e r s a r y  t h a t  c a r r i e s  a weapon, "a  
snaggy Oke" f o r c i b l y  u p r o o t e d  from t h e  " b o w e l l e s "  o f  t h e  e a r t h  
and w i e l d e d  i n  combat as  a " m o r t a l l  mace" ( v i i ,  1 0 ) .  The n a ­
t u r e  o f  t h e  weapon and  t h e  manner i n  w h ich  i t  i s  p r o c u r e d  and 
h a n d le d ,  a g a i n ,  p r o v i d e  a c l e a r  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  O r g o g l i o ' s  p h y s i ­
c a l  m ig h t .  M ons te r  and c lu b  t o g e t h e r  i n d e e d  c o n s t i t u t e  a fo rm ­
i d a b l e  c o m b in a t io n .  A s i n g l e  blow o f  t h i s  huge p r o j e c t i l e  as  
d i r e c t e d  by t h e  g i a n t ’ s "m o n s t ro u s  m a ine"  ( v i i i ,  7) c o u ld  have  
c o m p le t e ly  " o u e r th ro w n e  a s t o n y  to w re"  ( v i i ,  12) f o r  t h e  s t r o k e s  
l a n d  w i t h  t h e  a n n i h i l a t i n g  f o r c e  o f  J o v e ' s  t h u n d e r b o l t s  ( v i i i ,  
9 ) .  O rg o g l io  i s  i n  a c t i o n  as  v i o l e n t l y  d e s t r u c t i v e  as  u n l e a s h e d  
raw e n e rg y  and ,  u n l i k e  t h e  s e r p e n t ,  he  i n s p i r e s  a r e a l  s e n s e  
o f  d r e a d  as  an  a d v e r s a r y  t o  be  f a c e s  i n  b a t t l e .
O r g o g l i o ' s  s i z e  and power,  however,  p a l e  i n t o  i n s i g n i ­
f i c a n c e  as  compared t o  t h o s e  o f  t h e  Dragon. Where t h e  g i a n t  
has  t h e  h e i g h t  o f  t h r e e  t a l l  men, t h e  Dragon i s  as  a  "m o u n ta in e"  
( x i ,  8 ) ,  and  where  O rg o g l io  m e re ly  seems t o  t h r e a t e n  th e  
s k i e s , t h e  Dragon a c t u a l l y  does s o :
. . . whenas him l i s t  t h e  a y r e  t o  b e a t ,
And t h e r e  by f o r c e  vnwonted  p a s s a g e  f i n d ,
The c l o u d e s  b e f o r e  him f l e d  f o r  t e r r o u r  g r e a t ,
And a l l  t h e  h ea u en s  s t o o d  s t i l l  amazed w i t h  h i s  t h r e a t .
( x i ,  10)
I t  t a k e s  e i g h t  f u l l  s t a n z a s  ( x i ,  8 -15)  f o r  t h e  Dragon to  be 
a d e q u a t e l y  d e s c r i b e d ,  and  t h e  m a r t i a l  im agery  employed h e r e
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s e r v e s  t o  e x t e n d  o u r  v iew  o f  t h i s  c r e a t u r e  a s  a v e r i t a b l e  army
i n  i t s e l f .  The Dragon i s  i n d e e d  t h e  u l t i m a t e  f o e .  He i s  a
m o n s te r  which  can s c a r c e l y  b e  lo o k e d  a t  w i t h o u t  p a r a l y z i n g
d re a d ,  l e t  a l o n e  be d e f e a t e d  i n  p h y s i c a l  combat by human m igh t
o r  s k i l l .  More t e r r i f y i n g  even  t h a n  t h e  s i g h t  o f  t h e  D ra g o n 's
"wondrous g r e a t n e s s e "  ( x i ,  8) i s  a g l a n c e  a t  h i s  "most h id e o u s
head"  ( x i ,  12.) and h i s  "de ep e  d e u o u r in g  i a w e s"  ( x i ,  12) w i t h
th e  " t h r e e  r a n c k e s  o f  y ro n  t e e t h  e n rau n g e d "  on each  s i d e
I n  which  y e t  t r i c k l i n g  b lo u d  and g o b b e t s  raw 
Of l a t e  d e u o u red  b o d i e s  d i d  a p p e a r e ,
T ha t  s i g h t  t h e r e o f  b r e d  c o l d  c o n g e a le d  f e a r e :
Which t o  i n c r e a s e , and a l l  a t o n c e  t o  k i l l ,
A c lo u d  o f  sm o o th e r in g  smoke and s u l p h u r  s e a r e  
Out o f  h i s  s t i n k i n g  g o rg e  f o r t h  stemmed s t i l l ,
T ha t  a l l  t h e  a y r e  a b o u t  w i t h  smoke and  s t e n c h  d i d  f i l l .
( x i ,  13)
The d e v a s t a t i o n  w rough t  when t h e  Dragon im plem en ts  h i s  
" i n f e m a l l  f o u m a c e "  i s  t r u l y  v o l c a n i c  i n  p r o p o r t i o n s ,  f o r  
th e n  a p p e a r
Huge f l a m e s , t h a t  dimmed a l l  t h e  h ea u e n s  l i g h t , 
E n ro ld  i n  d u s k i s h  smoke and b r im s to n e  b lew ;
As b u r n i n g  A e tna  f rom h i s  b o y l i n g  s tew
Doth b e l c h  o u t  f l a m e s ,  and  r o c k e s  i n  p e e c e s  b r o k e ,
And r a g g e d  r i b s  o f  m o u n ta in e s  m o l t e n  new,
Enwrapt i n  c o l e b l a c k e  c lo u d s  and f i l t h y  smoke,
T ha t  a l l  t h e  l a n d  w i t h  s t e n c h ,  and h eauen  w i t h  h o r r o r
c h o k e .
( x i ,  44)
The D ra g o n ' s  body ,  m o reo v e r ,  i s  p e r f e c t l y  d e s ig n e d  f o r  t h e  
accom pl ishm en t  o f  h i s  v i c i o u s  e n d s . I t  a f f o r d s  him t h e  
g r e a t e s t  p r o t e c t i o n  a g a i n s t  a t t a c k  w h i l e  i t  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  
e n a b le s  him to  i n f l i c t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  harm upon t h o s e  who d a re  
to  oppose  him. The " b r a s e n  s c a l e s "  t h a t  c o v e r  h i s  e n t i r e  body 
form a " p l a t e d  c o a t e  o f  s t e e l e "  which  c a n n o t  be  p e n e t r a t e d
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by Md i n t  o f  sword, n o r  pu sh  o f  p o i n t e d  s p e a r e "  ( x i ,  1 0 ) ;  h i s  
"huge lo n g  t a y l e "  which  " sw ee p e th  a l l  t h e  l a n d  b e h i n d  him 
f a r r e ,  /  And o f  t h r e e  f u r l o n g s  does  b u t  l i t l e  l a c k e "  i s  n o t  
o n ly  a weapon i n  i t s e l f  b u t  i s  p o i n t e d  w i t h  two " d e a d ly  
s h a rp e "  s t i n g s  ( x i ,  1 1 ) ;  w h i l e  t h e  p i e r c i n g  and t e a r i n g  
f o r c e  o f  h i s  " c r u e l l  r e n d i n g  c l a w e s"  i s  so o v e rp o w e r in g ly  
l e t h a l  t h a t  "Dead was i t  s u r e  . . . w ha t  w i t h i n  h i s  r e a c h  he 
e u e r  d raw es"  ( x i ,  1 2 ) .
W ith  r e g a r d  t o  t h e  p h y s i c a l  a c t i o n  i n  w h ich  t h e  
m o n s te r s  a r e  i n v o l v e d ,  however,  t h e  Dragon i s  t h e  l e a s t  
e f f e c t i v e l y  r e n d e r e d  o f  t h e  t h r e e .  The ex t rem e  h y p e r b o le  
w i th  which  he  i s  p r e s e n t e d  as  an  o v e rp o w er in g  and d e a d ly  fo e  
ca n n o t  be r e i n f o r c e d  o r  s u s t a i n e d  w i t h i n  t h e  bounds o f  t h e  
o n e - t o - o n e  combat w hich  d e t a i l s  h i s  d e f e a t  and d e a t h .  The 
h e r o ' s  s t a t u r e  i s  b u i l t  up h e r e  a t  a d e f i n i t e  c o s t  t o  t h a t  o f  
th e  a d v e r s a r y .  I n s t e a d  o f  b e i n g  sq u a sh ed  i n  seconds  l i k e  an 
annoying  i n s e c t ,  R e d c ro s s e  h o ld s  h i s  own a g a i n s t  t h i s  moun­
t a i n o u s  c r e a t u r e  d u r in g  two f u l l  days o f  f i g h t i n g  and i n f l i c t s  
s e v e r e  i n j u r i e s  w i t h  a b l a d e  t h a t  i s  i n  r e l a t i o n  to  t h e  
m o n s t e r ' s  a c c r e d i t e d  b u l k  c l e a r l y  no l a r g e r  th a n  a n e e d l e .  
Again ,  d i s c o n c e r t i n g l y  enough, w h i l e  t h e  Dragon s u f f e r s  
t e r r i b l e  p h y s i c a l  m u t i l a t i o n  d u r in g  combat,  t h e  h e ro  h i m s e l f  
ap p e a r s  s c a r c e l y  discommoded by t h e  c r e a t u r e ' s  a p p a r e n t l y  
overwhelming m ig h t  and power. The b e a s t ' s  h i d e ,  though  
" im p e r c e a b le "  ( x i ,  1 7 ) ,  i s  p i e r c e d  and t o r n  open ( x i ,  20) 
even b e f o r e  R e d c r o s s e ' s  sword i s  " h a rd n e d "  by th e  " s e c r e t  
v e r t u e "  o f  t h e  Well  o f  L i f e  ( x i ,  3 6 ) ;  t h e  k n i g h t  f i g h t s  on
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d e s p i t e  t h e  " m o r t a l l  s t i n g "  embedded i n  h i s  s h o u l d e r  ( x i ,  38) 
and p r o c e e d s  w i t h  u n d im i n i s h e d  v i g o u r  t o  h a c k  o f f  t h e  m o n s t e r ' s  
t a i l  and paw ( x i ,  39; 4 3 ) ;  w h i l e  even  t h e  v o l c a n i c  o u t p o u r i n g  o f  
f lam e s  f rom t h e  D ra g o n ' s  " h e l l i s h  e n t r a i l e s , "  r a t h e r  t h a n  b u r n ­
ing  t h e  h e ro  t o  a  c r i s p ,  m e re ly  " f o r s t  him t o  r e t i r e  /  A l i t t l e  
backward f o r  h i s  b e s t  d e f e n c e "  ( x i ,  4 5 ) .  Though d e s c r i b e d  i n  
m in u te  d e t a i l  as  an  i n d e s t r u c t i b l e  and u n c o n q u e r a b l e  enemy, t h e  
D ra g o n 's  f o r c e  i s  n o t  as  c r u s h i n g  i n  a c t i o n  as  i t  i s  made o u t  
be ,  n o r  does h i s  s t r i k i n g  a d v a n ta g e  i n  te rm s  o f  p h y s i c a l  s i z e  
s t a n d  up i n  any way to  t h e  t e s t  o f  b a t t l e .
I t  i s  t h e  g i a n t  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  Dragon t h a t  comes 
th ro u g h  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  m ost  f o r c e f u l l y  as  a p o w e r fu l  a n t a g o n i s t  
whose p h y s i c a l  m ig h t  i s  t o  be  d r e a d e d .  T h is  i s  due p r i m a r i l y  
to  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  g i a n t  S p e n s e r  does n o t  
m e re ly  s t a t e  t h a t  "no m o r t a l l  w ig h t  c o u l d  e u e r  b e a r e  . . .
[ h i s ]  m o n s t ro u s  blow" ( v i i i ,  1 8 ) ,  b u t  he  goes  on to  h i g h l i g h t  
t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  t h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h r o u g h  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e  
a c t i o n  i t s e l f .  The g i a n t ' s  p h y s i c a l  f o r c e ,  so u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  
and u n r e s t r a i n e d  t h a t  i t  can  do m in a te  t h e  v e r y  e n v i ro n m e n t ,  
i s  made a p p a r e n t  r i g h t  f rom t h e  s t a r t .  H is  a p p e a r a n c e  i n  t h e  
n a r r a t i v e  i s  h e r a l d e d  by
a d r e a d f u l l  sownd,
Which th r o u g h  t h e  wood lo u d  b e l l o w i n g ,  d i d  rebownd,
T h a t  a l l  t h e  e a r t h  f o r  t e r r o u r  seemd to  sh a k e ,
And t r e e s  d i d  t r e m b l e .
( v i i ,  7)
O rg o g l io  i s  a l r e a d y  i n  m o t io n  even as  t h e  h e ro  p e r c e i v e s  h i s  
d a n g e r ,  and  t h e  g i a n t ' s  ad v an ce  h a s  a l l  t h e  d i r e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y
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o f  a j u g g e r n a u t  sweeping  o n to  t h e  f i e l d .  H is  q u i c k  and  e a s y  
v i c t o r y  o v e r  R e d c ro s s e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  most  c l e a r l y  t h e  o v e r ­
whelming n a t u r e  o f  h i s  " m a tc h l e s s e  m ig h t"  ( v i i ,  1 0 ) :
The Geaunt s t r o o k e  so maynly m e r c i l e s s ,
T h a t  c o u ld  haue  o u e r th ro w n e  a s t o n y  to w re ,
But he  was wary o f  t h a t  d e a d ly  s to w r e ,
And l i g h t l y  l e p t  f rom  v n d e r n e a t h  t h e  blow:
Yet so e x c e e d in g  was t h e  v i l l e i n s  powre ,
T ha t  w i t h  t h e  wind i t  d i d  him o u e r th r o w ,
And a l l  h i s  s c e n c e s  s to u n d ,  t h a t  s t i l l  he  l a y  f u l l  low.
( v i i ,  12)
O r g o g l i o ' s  s u p e r i o r i t y  i n  te rm s  o f  p h y s i c a l  s t r e n g t h  and  power
i s  no l e s s  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  A r t h u r .  Even t h a t
"n o b le  P e r e "  ( v i i i ,  7) does n o t  a t t e m p t  t o  d e f l e c t  o r  p a r r y
th e  g i a n t ' s  b low b u t  dodges t h e  t h r u s t ,  f o r  "Ne shame he
th o u g h o u t  t o  shunne so h id e o u s  m ig h t "  ( v i i i ,  8 ) .  O rg o g l io
throws h i s  " d r e a d f u l l  c l u b "  ( v i i i ,  7) w i t h  su ch  f o r c e  t h a t  as
i t  l a n d s  on t h e  g ro u n d ,  i t
So d e e p ly  d i n t e d  i n  t h e  d r i u e n  c l a y ,
T ha t  t h r e e  y a r d e s  deepe a f u r ro w  vp d i d  th row :
The s a d  e a r t h  wounded w i t h  so s o r e  a s s a y ,
Did g ro n e  f u l l  g r i e u o u s  v n d e r n e a t h  t h e  blow,
And t r e m b l i n g  w i t h  s t r a n g e  f e a r e ,  d i d  l i k e  an  e a r t h ­
quake show.
( v i i i ,  8)
D e s p i t e  A r t h u r ' s  c o u ra g e  and a b i l i t y ,  he r e m a in s  i n c a p a b l e  o f  
w i t h s t a n d i n g  t h e  g i a n t ' s  "m o n s t ro u s  m a ine"  ( v i i i ,  7) 
th ro u g h  h i s  own e f f o r t s . Though t h e  P r i n c e  manages t o  c u t  
o f f  t h e  c r e a t u r e ' s  " l e f t  arme" ( v i i i ,  1 0 ) ,  t h e  s o r e l y  wounded 
g i a n t  s t r i k e s  o u t  a g a i n  w i t h  such  " f u r i o u s  r i g o u r "  t h a t  " to  
th e  g round  i t  d o u b l e t h  him [ t h e  champion]  f u l l  low" ( v i i i ,
18 ) .  I t  i s  o n ly  t h e  s u p e r n a t u r a l  power o f  A r t h u r ' s  m a g ic a l  
s h i e l d  t h a t  s a v e s  him from c e r t a i n  d e a th  by d e s t r o y i n g  t h e
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f o r c e  o f  O r g o g l io ,  even  as  t h e  m o n s t e r  s t a n d s  w i t h  h i s  
"weapon huge"  h e l d  h ig h  "F o r  t o  haue  s l a i n e  t h e  man, t h a t  
on t h e  g round  d i d  l y e "  ( v i i i ,  1 9 ) .
I n t e r e s t i n g l y  enough, how ever ,  o f  t h e  t h r e e  m o n s t e r s  
p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  a s  e x t r e m e l y  d a n g e ro u s  p h y s i c a l  
a d v e r s a r i e s ,  i t  i s  t h e  Dragon a l o n e  w h ich ,  l i k e  t h e  Wyrm i n  
B eo w u lf , r e t a i n s  i t s  p h y s i c a l  s t a t u r e  even  i n  d e a t h .  The 
s e r p e n t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a c r e a t u r e  t o  be  d i s c o u n t e d  o r  
t r i f l e d  w i t h .  She works w i t h  t h e  d e a d ly  p u r p o s e  o f  a boa 
c o n s t r i c t o r ,  u s i n g  h e r  "huge lo n g  t a i l e  . . .  i n  k n o t s  and 
many b o u g h te s  vpwound" ( i ,  15) t o  im m o b i l i z e  h e r  v i c t i m s  and 
sq u eeze  them t o  d e a t h ,  and R e d c ro s s e  i s  i n d e e d  h a r d  p r e s s e d  
to  w i t h s t a n d  t h e  m o n s t e r .  But t h e  s e r p e n t  r e m a in s  more a 
lo a th so m e  c r e a t u r e  t h a n  an  a w e - i n s p i r i n g  o p p o n en t ,  and  she  
i s  g iv e n  s h o r t  s h r i f t  once sh e  i s  s l a i n .  The fo c u s  s h i f t s  
im m e d ia te ly  t o  t h e  " d e t e s t a b l e  s i g h t "  ( i ,  26) o f  h e r  spawn 
g r e e d i l y  s u c k in g  up t h e  " c o l e  b l a c k  b lo u d  [ t h a t ]  f o r t h  gushed  
from h e r  c o r s e "  ( i ,  24) u n t i l  t h e i r  " sw o ln e  b e l l i e s  . . . 
w i t h  f u l n e s s e  b u r s t "  and t h e y  to o  r e a c h  t h e i r  " w e l l  w o r th y  
end" ( i ,  2 6 ) .  The g i a n t ,  huge and s t r o n g ,  f a l l s  on t h e  g round  
w i t h  e a r t h - s h a t t e r i n g  im p a c t  and sh a k es  t h e  " s t e d f a s t  g lo b e  
o f  e a r t h ,  as  i t  f o r  f e a r e  d i d  quake"  ( v i i i ,  2 3 ) .  O rg o g l io  
i s  in d e e d  as  d i s t u r b i n g  t o  t h e  en v i ro n m e n t  i n  d e a t h  as  he i s  
i n  l i f e .  The n a r r a t i v e  d w e l l s  f o r  a moment on t h e  n a t u r e  o f  
t h i s  f a l l  as  an a lo g o u s  t o  t h a t  o f  "an  aged  t r e e "  w h ich  i s  
c u t  and l a n d s  " w i t h  f e a r e f u l l  d r i f t "  ( v i i i ,  2 2 ) ,  o r  t h a t  o f
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"a  C a s t l e  r e a r e d  h i g h "  w hich  i s  "vnderm ined  from t h e  lo w e s t  
g round"  ( v i i i ,  2 3 ) .  The awe g e n e r a t e d  a t  f i r s t ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  
i s  im m e d ia te ly  u n d e r c u t  w i t h  t h e  d i r e c t  r e m in d e r  t h a t  t h i s  
m o n s te r  i s  a c r e a t u r e  f i l l e d  p r i m a r i l y  " w i t h  e m p t ie  w ind"  ( v i i ,  
9 ) .  The g i a n t  i n d e e d  p r e s e n t s  a r a t h e r  ig n o m in io u s  f i g u r e  a t  
t h e  end as  h i s  body d e f l a t e s  when d e c a p i t a t e d  l i k e  a p u n c t u r e d  
b a l l o o n ,  so " o f  t h a t  m o n s t ro u s  mas /  Was n o t h i n g  l e f t ,  b u t  l i k e  
an e m p t ie  b l a d d e r  was" ( v i i i ,  2 4 ) .  Only t h e  Dragon i s  a c c o r d e d  
a m easu re  o f  t h e  r e s p e c t  due a w o r th y  a d v e r s a r y  s l a i n  i n  b a t t l e .  
The em phasis  h e r e  r e m a in s  on t h e  m o n s t e r ' s  p h y s i c a l  m ig h t  and 
g r a n d e u r :
So downe he  f e l l ,  and f o r t h  h i s  l i f e  d i d  b r e a t h ,
T ha t  v a n i s h t  i n t o  smoke and c lo u d e s  s w i f t ;
So downe he  f e l l ,  t h a t  t h 1e a r t h  him v n d e r n e a t h  
Did g r o n e ,  a s  f e e b l e  so g r e a t  l o a d  to  l i f t ;
So downe he  f e l l ,  as  an huge r o c k i e  c l i f t ,
Whose f a l s e  f o u n d a t i o n  waues haue  w a sh t  away,
W ith  d r e a d f u l l  poyse  i s  f rom t h e  m ayne land  r i f t ,
And r o l l i n g  downe, g r e a t  Neptune d o th  d ism ay;
So downe he f e l l ,  and l i k e  a h eaped  m o u n ta in e  l a y .
( x i ,  54)
In  d e a t h ,  t h e  Dragon r e g a i n s  t h e  s t a t u r e  underm ined  by t h e  v iew
o f  h i s  f i g u r e  i n  a c t i o n .  The h y p e r b o le  h e r e  s e r v e s  d i r e c t l y  t o
r e i n f o r c e  t h e  awesome n a t u r e  o f  R e d c r o s s e ' s  acco m p l ish m en t  and
to  augment t h e  g l o r y  he  h as  won t h e r e b y .  The m o n s t e r  i n  f a c t
c o n t i n u e s  t o  i n s p i r e  f e a r  and d r e a d  i n  o t h e r s  even  as  he l i e s
s t i l l  on t h e  g ro u n d .  The p e o p l e  o f  t h e  l i b e r a t e d  l a n d ,  i n  t h e
m id s t  o f  t h e i r  r e j o i c i n g ,  g i v e  him w ide  b e r t h :
But when th e y  came, where  t h a t  dead  Dragon l a y ,  
S t r e t c h t  on t h e  g round  i n  m o n s t ro u s  l a r g e  e x t e n t ,
The s i g h t  w i t h  i d l e  f e a r e  d i d  them d ism ay,
Ne d u r s t  a p p ro c h  him n i g h ,  to  to u c h ,  o r  once  a s s a y .
( x i i ,  9)
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The Dragon does n o t  m e r i t  t h e  r e s p e c t f u l  a d m i r a t i o n  b es to w ed  
upon t h e  Wyrm. He i s  a f t e r  a l l  an e v i l  c r e a t u r e ,  t h e  " h e l l -  
b r e d  b e a s t "  ( x i ,  4 0 ) ,  and i n  te rm s  o f  t h e  C h r i s t i a n  e t h i c  
t h a t  o p e r a t e s  i n  t h e  poem t h e r e  i s  n o t h i n g  a d m i ra b l e  a b o u t  
t h i s  m o n s t e r .  But he  i s  n o n e t h e l e s s  p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  h e r o i c  
manner t o  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  d e g r e e ,  and he  r e c e i v e s  i n  d e a t h  l e s s  
c u r s o r y  and more d i g n i f i e d  t r e a t m e n t  t h a n  t h e  o t h e r  m o n s t e r s .
Though p r e s e n t e d  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as  s e p a r a t e  c r e a t u r e s ,  
each  o f  whom m ust  be  s l a i n  i n  s e p a r a t e  b a t t l e s ,  t h e  t h r e e  
m o n s t e r s  a r e  o b v io u s l y  r e l a t e d  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  same d i a b o l i c  
f o r c e  a g a i n s t  w h ich  human b e i n g s  m ust  be  e v e r  on g u a r d .  I t  
i s  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  m os t  i n f o r m a t i v e  t o  n o t e  t h a t  th ro u g h  t h e  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  Duessa  a  d i r e c t  l i n k  i s  f o r g e d  be tw een  t h e  
m o ns t rous  and t h e  human a d v e r s a r i e s  as  b e i n g  a l l  o f  a k in d .
She i s  t h e  m ost  d an g e ro u s  and  t h e  m ost  " w y l i e "  ( x i i ,  32) o f  
t h e  o p p o n e n t s .  Her "m agicke  m ig h t "  ( i i ,  42) i s  more e x t e n ­
s i v e  t h a n  A rc h im a g o 's  " d i u e l i s h  a r t s "  ( i i ,  9 ) ,  and h e r  
" h a r m e f u l l  g u i l e "  (v ,  18) i s  more d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e a l  w i t h  
th a n  " g u i l e f u l l "  D e s p a i r ' s  " s u b t i l l  to n g u e "  ( i x ,  3 1 ) .  Her 
f i g u r e ,  how ever ,  i s  n o t  o n ly  c o n n e c te d  c l o s e l y  i n  t h e  a c t i o n  
w i th  t h e  m o n s t e r s ,  b u t  i s  i n  i t s e l f  p h y s i c a l l y  " m o n s t ru o u s "
( i i ,  4 1 ) .  D u e s s a ' s  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  O rg o g l io  i s  p l a i n l y  an 
a c t i v e  one ,  and t h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  e x t e n d s  f rom t h e  bed  to  t h e  
b a t t l e f i e l d .  I t  i s  a t  h e r  own s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  t h e  g i a n t  t a k e s  
h e r  as  h i s  "Leman" ( v i i ,  1 4 ) ,  and i t  i s  o f  h e r  own v o l i t i o n  
t h a t  i n  t h e  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  A r t h u r  she  comes to  O r g o g l i o ' s  
a i d  mounted on h e r  d r a c o n i c  s t e e d ,  t h a t  " d r e a d f u l l  B e a s t  w i t h
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s e u e n f o l d  h ead "  ( v i i ,  1 8 ) .  Her a c t u a l  p h y s i c a l  s h a p e ,  m ore ­
o v e r ,  c l e a r l y  e s t a b l i s h e s  h e r  k i n s h i p  w i t h  b o t h  E r r o u r  and 
th e  m ig h ty  Dragon. When s t r i p p e d  o f  h e r  r i c h  c l o t h e s  and 
o rn a m e n ts ,  Duessa  s t a n d s  exposed  i n  h e r  n ak e d n e s s  as  b e i n g
n o t  f u l l y  human i n  form. She i s  a " f i l t h y  f o u l e  o l d  woman"
( i i ,  40) whose " n e a t h e r  p a r t s "  a r e  o b v i o u s l y  b e s t i a l :
. . .  a t  h e r  rompe she  growing  had  b e h i n d  
A fo x e s  t a i l e ,  w i t h  dong a l l  fow ly  d i g h t ;
And eke h e r  f e e t e  m ost  m ons t ru o u s  were  i n  s i g h t ;
F o r  one o f  them was l i k e  an E a g le s  c law ,
W ith  g r i p i n g  t a l a u n t s  armd to  g r e e d y  f i g h t ,
The o t h e r  l i k e  a B eares  vneuen  paw:
More v g l y  shape  y e t  n e u e r  l i u i n g  c r e a t u r e  saw.
( v i i i ,  48)
D u e s s a ' s  r e a l  a p p e a r a n c e ,  a c o n j u n c t i o n  o f  t h e  h a g g i s h  and 
th e  m o n s t ro u s ,  d i s t i n c t l y  r e f l e c t s  t h a t  o f  E r r o u r ,  t h e  " v g ly  
m o n s te r "  whose low er  h a l f  i s  " l i k e  a s e r p e n t "  b u t  whose u p p e r  
h a l f  does y e t  "womans sh a p e  r e t a i n e ,  /  Most lo th s o m ,  f i l t h i e ,  
f o u l e ,  and f u l l  o f  v i l e  d i s d a i n e "  ( i ,  1 4 ) .  The u n u s u a l  f e a ­
t u r e s  o f  D u e s s a ' s  anatomy, a g a i n ,  n o t  o n ly  i n d i c a t e  h e r  own 
c r a f t y  and  r a p a c i o u s  d i s p o s i t i o n ,  b u t  p o i n t s  d i r e c t l y  to  t h e  
g r e a t  Dragon who i s  h i m s e l f  e x p l i c i t l y  l i k e n e d  to  "a n  E a g le "  
( x i ,  9) w i t h  " c r u e l l  r e n d i n g  c law es" * ^  as  w e l l  as  " r a u e n o u s  
pawes" ( x i ,  1 2 ) .  The s t r i k i n g  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  be tw een  t h e  
m o n s t e r s  and t h e  " d i u e l i s h  hag"  ( i i ,  4 2 ) ,  whose " s u b t i l l  
s l e i g h t s "  ( v i i ,  50) m ust  be  co n te n d e d  w i t h  even  a f t e r  t h e
Roland  F ry e  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  r i g h t  up to  t h e  s e v e n t e e n t h  
c e n t u r y  " d e v i l s  w ere  more o f t e n  r e p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  t h e  t a l o n e d  
f e e t  o f  h a r p i e s  t h a n  w i t h  t h e  c l o v e n  hooves  w hich  have  i n  
s u c c e e d in g  c e n t u r i e s  become more p o p u l a r "  (p .  75 ) .
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Dragon lies slain, illuminates the generic similitude dis­
cernible in the antagonists as imaging various guises of the 
same fiendish power or agency that "workes . . . wofull ruth"
(ii, arg.).
Though Redcrosse's human opponents, like the monsters, 
are clearly identifiable as the representations of individual 
threats to the spiritual well-being of human beings, the 
action in which these figures are involved highlights the 
efficacy of a means other than the use of coercive force in 
effecting moral downfall. An open display of hostility and 
deadly intent like that of the fierce Saracen knights Sansfoy 
and Sansjoy, who indicate respectively the perils of Faith­
lessness and Joylessness (ii, 12; v, 38), is quickly quashed 
in physical conflict and brought to naught. A direct assault 
mounted by adversaries obviously lacking in the overwhelming 
physical might of the monsters can be quelled without undue 
difficulty by one who bears the "charmed shield, And eke 
enchaunted armes" (iv, 50) of the miles Christi. However, 
the devious approach of Archimago and Duessa, the representa­
tions of "Hypocrisie" (i, arg.) and "falshood" (ii, arg.) 
respectively, proves much more successful. These crafty 
opponents eschew the mode of frontal attack, and each works 
rather as a "secret ill, or hidden foe" (i, 49), to effect 
the misdirection and corruption of the individual's own 
natural intellectual and physical energies. Neither armour 
nor bodily strength is of much avail against the "subtile
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t r a i n s "  o f  H y p o c r i s y  ( x i i ,  36) o r  t h e  " s u b t i l l  s l e i g h t s "  o f  
F a l s e h o o d  ( v i i ,  51) w hich  p o i s o n  t h e  mind and  i n f e c t  t h e  w i l l  
to  v i r t u e ,  w eaning  t h e  u n s u s p e c t i n g  s o u l  away f rom  t h e  p a t h  
o f  r i g h t e o u s n e s s  o n to  " o t h e r  b y w a ie s"  ( v i i ,  5 0 ) .
S p e n se r  t h u s  e x t e n d s  h i s  t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  and
power o f  E v i l  by g i v i n g  us  a v iew  n o t  o n ly  o f  i t s  i n h e r e n t l y
r e v o l t i n g  and o v e rp o w er in g  f o r c e  t h r o u g h  t h e  m o n s t e r s ,  b u t
a l s o  o f  i t s  g u i l e f u l  cu n n in g  and m i s l e a d i n g  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s
52th ro u g h  t h e  more d an g e ro u s  human a d v e r s a r i e s .  R e d c ro s s e  
overcomes E r r o u r  and  Doubt when c o n f r o n t e d  by them i n  d i r e c t  
p h y s i c a l  form. When h i s  f a i t h  and s t r e n g t h  o f  p u r p o s e  a r e  
t e s t e d  i n  more " s u b t i l l "  ways by t h e  s e e m in g ly  h a r m le s s  
c h a r a c t e r s ,  however,  t h e  k n i g h t  succumbs t o  t h e  power o f  t h e  
enemy. Archimago i n i t i a t e s  t h e  h e r o ' s  m o ra l  d e g e n e r a t i o n  by 
c a u s in g  t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  t h e  k n i g h t  f rom  h i s  f a i t h f u l  com­
p a n io n  Una. T h is  " p u r e  v n s p o t t e d  Maid" ( v i ,  46) f u n c t i o n s  
i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as  t h e  embodiment o f  t h a t  r e l i g i o u s  " T r u th "  
( i i ,  a r g . ;  v i i i ,  1) w hich  g u id e s  t h e  human to w ard s  t h e  
a c h iev e m en t  o f  h i s  d e s t i n e d  g o a l .  The e v i l  n e c ro m a n c e r ,  who 
p r e s e n t s  h i m s e l f  as  an  h o l y  h e r m i t  "voyde o f  m a l i c e  b ad "  ( i ,
52R oland  F ry e  comments on t h e  " C h r i s t i a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g "  
o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  e v i l ,  p o i n t i n g  o u t  t h a t  " t h e  demonic i s  
e s s e n t i a l l y  h id e o u s  and d e s t r u c t i v e ,  b u t  p e r e n n i a l l y  a p p e a l s  
to  a man u n d e r  a p p e a r a n c e s  w hich  a r e  b o th  a t t r a c t i v e  and 
t e m p t in g "  (p .  6 5 ) .  S p e n s e r  d e p i c t s  t h e s e  two a s p e c t s  o f  
e v i l  t h r o u g h  t h e  mcfnstrous and t h e  human a d v e r s a r i e s  r e s p e c ­
t i v e l y .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  Duessa  can  be  t a k e n  i n  
i t s e l f  as  a s i n g l e  image r e n d e r i n g  th e  c o m p o s i te  n a t u r e  o f  
t h e  S a t a n i c  p r i n c i p l e ,  an image w hich  p r o j e c t s  t h e  t e m p t in g  
a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  as  w e l l  as  t h e  s o u l - s h a t t e r i n g  d e s t r u c t i v e ­
n e s s  o f  demonic e v i l .
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2 9 ) ,  sows d o u b t s  i n  R e d c r o s s e ' s  mind a b o u t  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  
h i s  l a d y  by  c o n j u r i n g  up " f a l s e  shewes"  ( i ,  46) t h a t  p o r t r a y  
h e r  a s  " a  l o o s e  Leman t o  v i l e  s e r u i c e  bound" ( i ,  4 8 ) .  Com­
p l e t e l y  d e c e i v e d  t h e r e b y ,  R e d c ro s s e * s  " r e a s o n  was w i t h  r a g e  
y b l e n t "  ( i i ,  5 ) ,  and  he f o r s a k e s  Una u n d e r  t h e  e r r o n e o u s  
b e l i e f  t h a t  b o t h  sh e  and h e r  c a u s e  a r e  unw orthy  o f  h i s  s e r v i c e .  
T h is  r e j e c t i o n  o f  T r u t h  a t  t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  l e v e l  i s  f o l l o w e d  
a lm o s t  im m e d ia te ly  by a  p h y s i c a l  b e t r a y a l  w i t h  t h e  a d v e n t  o f  
D uessa ,  who " w i t h  h e r  w i t c h c r a f t  and  m isseem ing  s w e e te ,  / 
I n u e i g l e d  him t o  f o l l o w  h e r  d e s i r e s  vnm eete"  ( v i i ,  5 0 ) .  S t i l l  
unwary and  u n s u s p e c t i n g  a s  t o  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  f o e s ,  R e d c ro s s e  
f a i l s  an  e a s y  v i c t i m  t o  t h e  s p u r i o u s  charms o f  D uessa ,  and 
he t r a n s f e r s  h i s  a l l e g i a n c e  to  h e r  whom " h i s  f a l s e d  f a n c y "  
p e r c e i v e s  t o  be  " t h e  f a i r e s t  w i g h t ,  t h a t  l i u e d  y i t "  ( i i ,  3 0 ) .  
D u e s s a ' s  m o r a l l y  c o r r u p t i n g  i n f l u e n c e  s e d u ces  t h e  k n i g h t  from 
t h e  p r o p e r  p u r s u i t  o f  h o l i n e s s  t o  t h e  " c a r e l e s s e "  ( v i i ,  7) 
en joym ent  o f  w o r l d l y  p l e a s u r e .  T h is  a s s o c i a t i o n  c u l m i n a t e s  
w i t h  R e d c ro s s e * s  s i n f u l  i n d u l g e n c e  i n  v e n e ry  and l e a d s  
d i r e c t l y  t o  h i s  im p r iso n m en t  by t h e  g i a n t  O r g o g l io ,  t h e  embodi­
ment o f  c a r n a l  s i n .
R e d c r o s s e ' s  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  D e s p a i r  ( i x ,  3 3 - 5 4 ) ,  w h ich  
t a k e s  p l a c e  im m e d ia te ly  a f t e r  h i s  d e l i v e r a n c e  from t h e  g i a n t ' s  
t y r a n n y  and h i s  r e u n i o n  w i t h  Una, i s  o f  p a r t i c u l a r  im p o r ta n c e  
i n  d e m o n s t r a t i n g  how u t t e r l y  and c o m p le t e ly  human b e i n g s  may 
be overcome by t h e  " s e c r e t  s t e a l t h "  o f  " i d l e  sp e a c h "  ( i x ,  3 1 ) .  
T h is  t im e ,  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  enough, t h e  h e r o  i s  no unwary and
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u n s u s p e c t i n g  dupe.  Nor does t h e  a d v e r s a r y  p r e s e n t  h i m s e l f
as  o t h e r  t h a n  he  i s . The k n i g h t  h e r e  a p p e a r s  t o  h o l d  b o t h
t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  and  p h y s i c a l  a d v a n ta g e  a s ,  f u l l y  aware  o f
t h e  d e a d ly  n a t u r e  o f  D e s p a i r ' s  " c u n n in g "  p e r s u a s i v e n e s s  ( i x ,
2 9 ) ,  he  c o n f r o n t s  t h e  "man o f  h e l l "  ( i x ,  2 8 ) .  R e d c r o s s e ' s
" f i r i e  z e a l e "  and  " c o u ra g e  b o ld "  ( i x ,  3 7 ) ,  however,  d i s s i p a t e
u n d e r  t h e  power o f  D e s p a i r ' s  " s u d d e in e  w i t "  ( i x ,  4 1 ) .  U nable
to  c o n f u t e  D e s p a i r ' s  t h e o l o g i c a l  s o p h i s t r y  o r  t o  r e f u t e  t h e
v a l i d i t y  o f  h i s  r e p r o a c h f u l  t i r a d e ,  t h e  h e ro  t u r n s  "weake
and f r a i l e "  ( i x ,  4 9 ) :
The k n i g h t  was much enmoued w i t h  h i s  s p e ach ,
T h a t  a s  a  swords p o i n t  t h r o u g h  h i s  h a r t  d i d  p e r s e ,
And i n  h i s  c o n s c i e n c e  made a s e c r e t  b r e a c h ,
W ell  knowing t r u e  a l l ,  t h a t  he d i d  r e h e r s e ,
And to  h i s  f r e s h  remembrance d i d  r e u e r s e  
The v g l y  vew o f  h i s  deform ed c r i m e s ,
T h a t  a l l  h i s  manly powres i t  d i d  d i s p e r s e ,
As he  w ere  charmed w i t h  i n c h a u n t e d  r i m e s ,
T ha t  o f t e n t i m e s  he  q u a k t ,  and f a i n t e d  o f t e n t i m e s .
( i x ,  48)
A f f e c t e d  t o  t h e  v e r y  d e p th s  o f  h i s  b e i n g ,  R e d c ro s s e  s t a n d s  
d e f e n c e l e s s  b e f o r e  t h e  enemy a s  " t r e m b l i n g  h o r r o r  d i d  h i s  
c o n s c i e n c e  d a n t ,  /  And h e l l i s h  a n g u i s h  d i d  h i s  s o u l e  a s s a i l e "  
( i x ,  4 9 ) .  The " p a i n t e d "  p i c t u r e  o f  h e l l i s h  to r m e n t  shown him 
by D e s p a i r  ( i x ,  49) comes as  t h e  f i n a l  t u r n  o f  t h e  sc rew .
So p a i n f u l l y  i s  t h e  k n i g h t  now a f f l i c t e d  w i t h  t h e  d e s p a i r i n g  
c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  h i s  own g u i l t  and s i n  t h a t  "n o u g h t  b u t  
d e a th  b e f o r e  h i s  eyes  he  saw" ( i x ,  5 0 ) .  He a c c e p t s  w i t h  
h o p e l e s s  r e s i g n a t i o n  t h a t  " d e a t h  was due t o  him, t h a t  had  
p r o u o k t  Gods i r e "  ( i x ,  5 0 ) ,  and he  " r e s o l u ' d  t o  worke h i s  
f i n a l l  s m a r t "  ( i x ,  51) w i t h  t h e  k n i f e  t h a t  D e s p a i r  h e l p f u l l y
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p r e s s e s  i n t o  h i s  hand .  Once a g a i n ,  R e d c ro s se  i s  p a t e n t l y  
and a d v e r s e l y  i n f l u e n c e d  by h i s  o p p o n e n t ' s  " g u i l e f u l l  t r a i n e "  
( i x ,  3 1 ) .  The " t r e a c h o u r s  a r t "  ( i x ,  32) p ro v e s  i n d e e d  to o  
s t r o n g  f o r  t h e  h e r o  t o  w i t h s t a n d ,  l e t  a l o n e  d e s t r o y .  R a th e r  
th a n  f o l l o w i n g  t h r o u g h  w i t h  h i s  o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t i o n  o f  k i l l i n g  
t h e  v i l l a i n ,  t h e  h e r o  i s  a t  t h e  v e r y  p o i n t  o f  k i l l i n g  h i m s e l f .  
I t  i s  o n ly  U n a 's  i n t e r v e n t i o n  t h a t  p r e v e n t s  t h e  k n i g h t  from 
c a r r y i n g  o u t  h i s  s u i c i d a l  i n t e n t i o n s .  "E n raged  r i f e "  ( i x ,  52) 
a t  R e d c r o s s e ' s  d e s p a i r  o f  a v e r t i n g  t h e  d r e a d f u l  doom d e c r e e d  
f o r  a l l  s i n n e r s ,  Una f o r c i b l y  s n a t c h e s  away t h e  " c u r s e d  k n i f e "  
( i x ,  5 2 ) .  W ith  t r e n c h a n t  w ords ,  sh e  b r i n g s  t h e  k n i g h t  t o  t h e  
r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  " r i g h t e o u s  s e n t e n c e  o f  t h '  A lm ig h t i e s  
law" ( i x ,  50) i s  y e t  t em pered  w i t h  " h e a u e n ly  m e r c i e s , "  t h a t  
God 's  " i u s t i c e "  i s  o f f s e t  by His  " g r e a t e r  g r a c e "  w hich  can 
e f f a c e  t h e  mark o f  s i n  ( i x ,  5 3 ) .  Shaken l o o s e  f rom t h e  t h r a l l  
o f  D e s p a i r  by h i s  companion,  t h e  h e ro  d e p a r t s  " s a f e "  ( i x ,  54) 
from t h a t  " c u r s e d  p l a c e "  ( i x ,  5 3 ) .
The D e s p a i r  e p i s o d e ,  w hich  r e v e a l s  R e d c ro s s e  most  
c l e a r l y  a s  a " f r a i l e ,  f e e b l e ,  f l e s h l y  w ig h t "  ( i x ,  5 2 ) ,  i s  
a l s o  t h e  l a s t  t r i a l  o f  m o ra l  s t r e n g t h  i n  which  t h e  h e ro  
a p p e a r s  "weake and f r a i l e "  ( i x ,  49) when c o n f r o n t i n g  th e  
f o r c e  o f  t h e  enemy. I n  h i s  n e x t  b a t t l e ,  t h e  u l t i m a t e  f i g h t  
a g a i n s t  t h e  awesome Dragon, R e d c ro s s e  p r o j e c t s  t h e  c o n f i d e n t  
co u rag e  and a b i l i t y  t h a t  i s  g e n e r a t e d  by h i s  p e r f e c t  f a i t h  
i n  God and i n  His power t o  "quench  th e  b ro n d  o f  h e l l i s h  
sm a r t "  ( i x ,  5 3 ) .  The t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  R.edcrosse f rom t h e  
"man o f  s i n "  ( i x ,  46) to  t h e  "man o f  God" ( x i ,  7 ) ,  however,
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does n o t  t a k e  p l a c e  im m e d ia te ly  o r  s p o n t a n e o u s l y .  I t  i s  
r a t h e r  t h e  e n d - p r o d u c t  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  r e g e n e r a t i v e  p h as e  o f  
t h e  h e r o ' s  m o ra l  l i f e  a s  d e t a i l e d  i n  Can tos  V I I I -X .  Red­
c r o s s e  ' s  m o ra l  r e g e n e r a t i o n  i s  i n i t i a t e d  w i t h  h i s  r e l e a s e  
from bondage to  c a r n a l  a p p e t i t e  by t h e  w ork ing  o f  h e a v e n ly  
g r a c e  ( O r g o g l i o ' s d e f e a t  by A r t h u r ) , p r o c e e d s  a p a c e  w i t h  t h e  
k n i g h t ' s  a g o n i z e d  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  h i s  own "huge i n i q u i t i e "
( i x ,  47) and s i n f u l n e s s  ( t h e  D e s p a i r  e p i s o d e ) ,  and ends w i t h  
t h a t  " s o u l e - d i s e a s e d  k n i g h t "  (x ,  24) b e i n g  c l e a n s e d  and p u rg e d  
o f  h i s  " In w ard  c o r r u p t i o n ,  and i n f e c t e d  s i n "  (x ,  25) t h r o u g h  
h e a r t - f e l t  r e p e n t a n c e  and p r a y e r  ( t h e  s o j o u r n  a t  t h e  House 
o f  H o l i n e s s ) . Only a f t e r  h i s  m o ra l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  h as  been  
r a i s e d  and h i s  s p i r i t u a l  f i b r e  s t r e n g t h e n e d  by h i s  e d u c a t i o n  
a t  t h e  House o f  H o l i n e s s  i s  R e d c ro s se  c u r e d  o f  h i s  " f r a i l e  
i n f i r m i t i s "  (x ,  5 2 ) .  Only a f t e r  h a v in g  f a c e d  and overcome 
th e  e f f e c t s  o f  h i s  own inw ard  s i n  i s  R e d c ro s s e  r e a d y  to  
c o n f r o n t  t h e  o u tw a rd  t h r e a t  o f  t h e  Dragon o f  S in  and c r u s h  
i t s  d e s t r u c t i v e  h o l d .  The R ed c ro sse -D ra g o n  c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  
t h e n ,  s e r v e s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  e x t e n t  o f  t h e  h e r o ' s  m o ra l  
g rowth  and to  d i s p l a y  h i s  a c h iev em en t  o f  t h e  t r u e  h e r o i c  
s t a t u r e  t o  w hich  a l l  human b e i n g s  m ust  a s p i r e .
The n a r r a t i v e  makes c l e a r ,  however,  t h a t  though  th e  
Dragon may be s l a i n ,  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  he embodies l i v e s  on.
The s t r u g g l e  b e tw e en  a c t i v e  v i r t u e  and v i c i o u s  e v i l  i s  an  
u n r e m i t t i n g  c o n f l i c t  t h a t  f i n d s  no e a s y  o r  p e rm anen t  s o l u t i o n  
i n  t h i s  w o r ld .  Even a t  t h e  v e r y  end o f  Book One, we rem a in  
c o n s c io u s  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  k n i g h t ' s  l a b o u r s  have  n o t
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ceased, for he must yet journey back to the court and serve 
the Faery Queen "in warlike wize, / Gainst that proud Paynim 
king" (xii, 18). Redcrosse will obviously be involved in 
more adventures and more battles. As he fought to attain 
virtue so must he fight to maintain it, for there is no such 
fulfillment in this life as brings rest to the miles Christi. 
It is indeed only after "labours long, and sad delay" that 
human beings may enjoy the "endlesse blis" ordained for them 
in the afterlife (x, 52). The betrothal ceremony that unites 
the figures of Redcrosse and Una, the Christian and his 
religious Truth, may then well be regarded as denoting the 
actual start of Redcrosse's life as the true Christian hero 
rather than as the triumphant conclusion of his entire 
earthly career.
The wider implications of the action here are thus 
analogous to those underlying the action of Beowulf. Despite 
the obvious and manifold differences in the two poems, there 
is a fundamental similarity in the heroic and the Christian 
world views. Both narratives view life as an incessant series 
of battles. The Christian hero, like the Germanic warrior, 
remains always in a state of war, for life itself is seen to 
be fraught with dangers, recurrent and unavoidable. The 
narratives make equally clear the impermanence of any resolu­
tion than an individual may achieve by his oven efforts, as 
the successful conclusion of one battle or one quest in no 
way implies the end of the war itself. There is never any
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i n d i c a t i o n  i n  e i t h e r  work t h a t  t h e  h o s t i l e  f o r c e s  hav e  b een
r o u t e d  i n  t o t o  f rom  t h e  w o r ld .  Beowulf  may have  s l a i n  h i s
Dragon, b u t  we a r e  t o l d  e x p l i c i t l y  t h a t  we have  n o t  s e e n  t h e
dem ise  o f  t h e  l a s t  e v i l  c r e a t u r e  o r  ty r a n n o u s  power t h a t  w i l l
i n f l i c t  i t s e l f  upon s o c i e t y .  So to o  i n  Book One. Duessa  y e t
r em a in s  a l i v e  t o  work h e r  "w icked  a r t s ,  and w y l i e  s k i l l ,  /
Too f a l s e  and  s t r o n g  f o r  e a r t h l y  s k i l l  o r  m i g h t ” ( x i i ,  3 2 ) ,
as does t h e  e v i l  Archimago who a p p e a r s  a g a i n  i n  Book Two as
Guyon 's  p o w e r fu l  a n t a g o n i s t .  M oreover ,  i n  Book S ix  we l e a r n
o f  t h e  g i a n t  D i s d a i n  who i s  " s i b  t o  g r e a t  O rg o g l io "  ( v i i ,  4 1 ) ,
and a b o u t  t h e  B l a t a n t  B e a s t  t h a t  " r a u n g e t h  th r o u g h  t h e  w o r ld e
a g a in e "  ( x i i ,  4 0 ) ,  a m o n s t ro u s  d rag o n  w i t h  "y ro n  t e e t h "  and
m a s s iv e  jaw s " l i k e  t h e  mouth o f  Orcus g r i e s l y  g r im "  ( x i i ,  2 4 ) .
As H am i l to n  p o i n t s  o u t ,  t h e  B l a t a n t  B e a s t  " r e a l i z e s  c o m p le t e ly
th e  Dragon f i g u r e  o f  e a r l i e r  books combined w i t h  t h a t  symbol
53o f  t h e  enemy whom no f o r c e  can  d e f e a t . "  And Book S ix  r e m a in s  
th e  l a s t  one w r i t t e n  by S p e n s e r  o f  t h e  tw e lv e  o r i g i n a l l y  
i n t e n d e d .  The poem, as  I s a b e l  M acC aff rey  o b s e r v e s ,  "ends  on 
a p e c u l i a r l y  unhappy n o t e "  a s  th o u g h  t h e  p o e t  had  f i n a l l y  
r e a l i z e d  t h a t  " a l l  r e s t o r a t i o n s  o r  r e c r e a t i o n s  o f  g o ld e n  
w o r ld s  m ust  be [ i n v a r i a b l y  i n c o m p l e t e ] ,  u n t i l  t im e  e n d s . " ^
The s t r e s s  r e m a in s  h e r e ,  a s  i n  B e o w u lf , on t h e  ephem era l  
n a t u r e  o f  t h e  v i c t o r y  g a i n e d - - w h i c h  i s  no l e s s  g l o r i o u s
5 ^S t r u c t u r e  o f  A l l e g o r y  i n  "The F a e r i e  Q ueene ,"  pp .  205 -6 .  
• ^ S p e n s e r ' s  A l l e g o r y , p .  423.
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b e c a u s e  o f  t h a t - - i n  a w o r ld  where  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  good and 
e v i l  a r e  p e r p e t u a l l y  and i r r e c o n c i l a b l y  i n  c o n f l i c t .  T here  
i s  a lways  a n o t h e r  m o n s t e r  t o  c o n f r o n t ,  a n o t h e r  b a t t l e  to  
f i g h t ,  f o r  su ch  i s  t h e  i n e l u c t a b l e  and u n a l t e r a b l e  p a t t e r n  
o f  l i f e  on e a r t h .
The F a e r i e  Queene may p r o j e c t  a tem per  o f  s p i r i t
s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  B eo w u lf , b u t  t h e  c u l t u r a l  f ramework to
w hich  i t  a p p e r t a i n s  i s  n o n e t h e l e s s  v a s t l y  d i f f e r e n t .  H e ro ic
song r e l a t e s  t o  an  e t h i c  o f  war  w i t h i n  t h e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld ,
w hereas  S p e n s e r ' s  poem a d h e r e s  t o  a t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  p o s t u l a t e s
c o n f l i c t  w i t h i n  t h e  human p s y c h e .  The e p i c  b a r d  f o c u s e s  on
" l i f e ' s  v i s i b l e  f a c t s , "  w h erea s  S p e n s e r  e l u c i d a t e s  " t h e
55v e i l e d  t r u t h s  o f  l i f e . "  The s o c i e t a l  e t h o s  h as  changed  
w i t h  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  t im e ,  and an  em phasis  on m o ra l  q u a l i t y  
has  d i s p l a c e d  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  p h y s i c a l  h e r o i s m  i n  d e t e r ­
m in ing  human w o r th .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  H e ro ic  P l o t  s u r v i v e s  
i n  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n .  I t  i s  t h e  m o t i f  o f  t h e  m o n s t e r - f i g h t  
t h a t  i s  y e t  i n c o r p o r a t e d  h e r e  as  t h e  means o f  e x p l i c a t i n g  t h e  
t h e m a t i c  i n t e n t .  B e l i e f  i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  e x i s t e n c e  o f  s u p e r ­
n a t u r a l  c r e a t u r e s  su c h  as  g i a n t s  and d rag o n s  may be  dead ,  
b u t  w i t h  The F a e r i e  Queene t h e  H e r o ic  P l o t  l i v e s  on i n  t h e  
human i m a g i n a t i o n .
Henry Osborn T a y l o r ,  The Emergence o f  C h r i s t i a n  C u l t u r e  
i n  t h e  West: The C l a s s i c a l  H e r i t a g e  o f  t h e  M idd le  A g e s , w i t h  
a Forew ard  and  B i b l i o g r a p h y  by K enneth  M. S e t t o n  (N e w Y o rk : 
H arpe r  & B r o t h e r s ,  19 5 8 ) ,  p .  104.
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